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Where Monsters Hide 


by ColdLuigi 


Summary 


In a world as varied and diverse as a quirked one, it might be hoped that fear and 
discrimination would become things of the past. But alas, people are not so good or kind. 
Mutation quirks are the dirty secret of Quirked society; rare, feared, powerful. Treated like 
something barely human, those who hold them disappear into the lawless subterranean city 
known as the Musutafu Underground, the most villain-infested place in Japan. 

Mina Ashido is twenty-four and a thief, struggling to survive in a world that calls her a 
monster. But then, a chance meeting and a single choice sends her down a new path. 

Now, she’s falling in love with the Number One Hero, the man all the Underground hates 
and fears: Izuku Midoriya, the hero Atlas. Worse, something dark is rousing itself in the 
deepest parts of the Underground, eyes locked on the world above. And now a pink- 
skinned, golden-eyed monster could hold the fate of the city (and Izuku’s heart) in her 
hands. 

It’s going to take a miracle for this to end well. 


Notes 


Yes, I just finished a fic. Yes, I'm starting a new one. No, I don't know why I'm like this 
either. 

Anyway, welcome to an idea that MetalMike/Larry Culpepper put in my head on Discord 
and has completely refused to apologize for encouraging me to do. Thanks to him for all his 
help in improving this idea! 

The concept of the Underground kinda just popped into my head and refused to leave, so I 
figured I'd put it into this fic. This is my first time really engaging with the worldbuilding 
side of fiction writing, so I'd love feedback on it. 

This fic will be entering my existing rotation, which will be picking up again now that 
Crossing The Veil is over. I'd say that means regular updates...but I'll be honest and say that 
that means updates based on how much people enjoy this story and threaten to beat more 
out of me with the Content Whacking Stick. So, you know. Let me know what you think of 
this. 

Now with a Russian translation at: https://ficbook.net/readfic/13271128 

Enjoy! 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Welcome To The Underground 


Musutafu Underground: The colloquial name for the vast network of man-made tunnels, 
galleries, shops, housing, and public spaces underneath the central Japanese city of Musutafu, 
which is sometimes referred to as the Buried City. The Underground has its roots in the aftermath 
of the battle between the hero Craton and the villain Faultline, which has attained near-mythic 
status in the century since the early quirked legends destroyed each other under Musutafu. (Indeed, 
local folklore claims that the two have survived, and that the periodic localized earthquakes 
afflicting the Underground are a product of their continuing battle.) Following the devastating 
conflict, the city of Musutafu and the Japanese government worked together to develop the 
resulting tunnels into a new district of the city. Boasting more than a dozen distinct levels and 
stretching hundreds of feet down into bedrock reinforced by Craton’s quirk, the uppermost regions 
of the Underground are world-famous for their open markets and underground gardens, and are a 
popular tourist destination. Further down, however, the Underground becomes an unnavigable 
tangle of illegal tunnels and unstable neighborhoods carved by the residents, who are largely the 
underclass of Japan, including a significant portion of the country’s mutant population. The lower 
levels of the Underground are notorious for their infestation by criminal gangs and dangerous 
villains, the lack of any overarching plan or map of their incredible extent, and general absence of 
basic utilities. In fact, some experts have voiced concerns that frequent hero and police agency 
skirmishes with residents have stoked tensions with disadvantaged groups forced there by a hostile 
aboveground society, and that such tensions only increase crime rates and the danger of large- 
scale villain attacks... 


-Wikipedia article “Musutafu Underground.” Retrieved 10/06/2225. 


It was a busy day in the Underground Markets. Tourists thronged around stalls selling all manner 
of souvenirs and delicacies, awed by the sheer novelty of their location. It wasn’t every day you 
shopped in a market close to a hundred feet below bedrock, after all. 


The uppermost layer of the Musutafu Underground was famous for its beauty; the whole cavern 
seemed to glow an eerie blue and green, thanks to the enormous lights that hung from the far-off 
ceiling, and the smaller lighting panels that ran along the ground and covered the flanks of the 
enormous pillars scattered across the Underground, supporting it. Between these monoliths, 
buildings rose like stalagmites, misshapen, carved from the rock itself; even so, they were neither 
ugly nor spartan. No, these buildings had an odd magnificence to them, a feeling aided by the way 
they blended seamlessly into each other, surrounded by enormous open areas with trees of all 
things. The Underground was full of gardens and parks, flourishing green spaces conceived, it 
sometimes seemed, out of nothing more than amusement at the natural order of the world. When 
men had quirks, what forced them to bow to nature? 


When a single person-two, admittedly, though one had been a mutant, and therefore scarcely 
counted-could create such a magnificent place, what say did natural forces have in their destiny? 


In the middle of the vast, cavernous first level, in pride of place, was the Market. It covered dozens 
of acres, sprawling out along straight-lined roads and weaving alleys alike. The filtered, pumped-in 
air rang with the cries of vendors and the coos of shoppers, the hum of business. And watching 
over it all, like sentinels against the night, rose the dueling statues at the heart of the Underground; 
Faultline and Craton, their battle immortalized in gargantuan hundred-foot masterworks of bronze, 
towering over every building in the Underground, visible from anywhere within the district which 
housed hundreds of thousands. It was a fitting tribute to the two legends, who had breathed their 


last somewhere deep in the earth under this spot, tearing each other to pieces even as they died-or 
so the legends said. 


All in all, the Musutafu Underground, the product of a century of building and rebuilding, of men 
and women with quirks and iron hearts straining against the stubborn bedrock, appeared to be a 
testament to the glory of quirked humanity, proof of what could be accomplished by a society led 
and defended by heroes. And it was-so long as you didn’t look too close, or delve too deep. 


And, of course, any market attracted thieves like flies to rotten meat. 


An unfortunate baker in the Market encountered one such lowlife as he turned to tend to his oven. 
As he watched, a figure in a dark cloak and full-coverage cloth mask surreptitiously swiped several 
loaves of fresh bread from where they had been lying for display in his stall. The figure began to 
walk away casually as soon as the bread had vanished under its cloak, doubtlessly vanishing into 
some hidden pack or pocket, utterly nonchalant. 


The baker, naturally, objected, and raised his finger to point at the cloaked criminal. Raising the 
time-honored cry of indignant merchants, he bellowed, “STOP, THIEF!” 


The thief, equally naturally, did not stop. Instead, they broke into a run, racing down a street 
packed with shoppers, who did nothing but stop and stare. They made it nearly the length of the 
street before an answering yell came from near the baker’s stall. 


“Never fear, citizen! We’re here to help!” declared a caped hero who looked every inch the part of 
the fearless defender of the innocent, complete with brightly colored jumpsuit, elaborate hairstyle, 
and sparkling grin. He took a moment to pose, basking in the camera flashes from the tourists who 
clustered around, eager to take pictures of a real live hero in action. 


Besides the showboater, two other heroes in leaner, darker-colored costumes rolled their eyes in 
perfect sync, then shot forwards like cross-country sprinters. One of them seemed to leave 
afterimages in her wake, while long metal spikes sprang eagerly from the hands and feet of the 
other. After a few moments, their colleague realized his glory was getting away, and took off in hot 
pursuit, trailing well behind his more alert allies. 


The thief moved rapidly, but the heroes had years of training and expertise, and it wasn’t long 
before they were closing in on the offender. A glowing hologram of the female hero suddenly 
surged forwards from her sprinting form, clawing at the trailing edge of the thief’s cape as they 
turned a corner. The thief stumbled, an audible yelp coming from behind their mask. The heroes 
poured on the speed, knowing the chase was nearly over. 


But then, the thief took a left into a dead-end alley, narrow and jagged from where two buildings 
had seemingly split apart. The heroes moved to cut off all escape, but without hesitating, the thief 
sprinted at the wall at the end of the alley, and leaped upwards. The heroes stared in sudden shock 
as the thief grabbed onto the perfectly smooth wall, which actually tilted so that the upper part was 
a large overhang. But the thief climbed upwards with seemingly little difficulty, finding handholds 
where there were none. 


None of the heroes noticed the slight hissing from the thief’s gloved hands, or from where their 
hands and feet had seemingly pressed into the rock as if it was melting, but they continued the 
chase undaunted. The showboater leaped into the air with powerful legs, hopping onto the slanted, 
uneven roofs to follow the thief with enormous bounds, while another flexed his hands to produce 
large, crampon-like spikes, which he began to use to climb much like the thief had. The third hero, 
lacking mobility, continued the chase on the ground, even though she knew there was no way she 
could contribute. 


The thief turned their head, panting as they pushed their body further, desperate to get away. When 
the heroes appeared in their view, the thief turned back and muttered a soft curse as they began to 
gain again. 


Soon, the thief was running out of fused rooftops to run along. Up ahead, a massive spur of rock 
loomed, perpendicular to the street they had been running along. Holes and windows glinted within 
it, revealing that the rock was, in fact, a colossal office building. The thief continued sprinting, not 
daring to slow down as the heroes continued to get closer and closer. At the last moment, the thief 
angled to the right, where a small lump rose out of the roof, shaped almost like a swirl or a skating 
half pipe. The thief ran up it, using it to redirect their momentum so that they could leap across a 
busy road below onto the side of the office building. Without missing a beat or even slowing down, 
the thief began running along the side of the building. 


The spike-wielding hero, reaching the edge of the rooftop mere heartbeats after his quarry, could 
only stare in awe as the thief, one hand trailing along the rock as though finding purchase, moved 
swiftly and fluidly along the hundred-foot-long flank of the building. The edges of their feet 
seemed to press into the rock like putty, leaving the hero hopelessly confused about just what their 
opponent’s quirk was. 


(Of course, he was much too far away to notice the thin coating of incredibly potent acid that 
streamed through the tough, porous fabric of the thief’s shoes, melting the rock into perfect 
footholds upon contact.) 


The spike hero was out of the chase, and the hologram hero was nowhere to be found, but the chase 
was far from over. The showboater, it turned out, was actually half-competent; he continued 
leaping from rooftop to rooftop, easily keeping pace with the thief, searching for an opening. 


He found it as the thief came towards the end of the megalithic office building, and as his rooftops 
similarly ended at one of the massive pillars that supported the whole Underground; as the thief 
looked frantically for the next avenue of escape, the hero made his move, crossing the distance 
between his rooftop and the side of the building in a fraction of a second. He smashed into the side 
of the building just a dozen feet or so ahead of the thief, his sheer strength shattering the rock 
around him, one hand anchored deep into the wall, the other outstretched to grab the thief, his grin 
eager and expectant. 


The thief couldn’t stop running; their position didn’t allow them to hold securely to the wall if they 
stopped. But if they kept running, they would surely be captured. Seconds seemed to stretch into 
years as, under the mask, the thief’s eyes scanned desperately for something, anything, to save 
them. 


When they found it, those same eyes hardened in grim determination, even as their heart beat 
rapidly in anticipation of something even dumber and riskier than usual. 


The distance closed; the hero reached out, grip ironclad, like an enormous roadblock that was 
impassable and immovable. 


The thief got to within inches of that clutching hand, and closed their eyes. Then, they leaned in 
towards the building, and pushed off with the hand and foot still gripping the rock. 


The hero’s eyes went wide as his quarry flipped into the air, the top of their pinned-down hood 
flapping inches from his golden hair as the thief’s cloak fluttered in the breeze of their movement, 
revealing the tight black bodysuit underneath. 


For a timeless fraction of a second, the thief seemed to hang there, suspended in the air, legs tucked 


under them as they flipped forwards. Then, gravity reasserted its hold, and the thief plummeted 
downwards, towards seemingly certain death. 


But their leap had pushed them forwards as well as upwards, and as the thief fell, they fell 
diagonally, towards their salvation: the structural support pillar on the opposite side of the road. 


From a distance, the countless pillars which held up the roof of the Underground looked as small 
and insignificant as toothpicks, but up close, they were colossal; oblong “T’ shapes twenty feet or 
more in diameter, hundreds of feet tall, made of dark gray concrete and metal alloys so dense and 
tough that a punch from the Number One Hero could scarcely dent it. Buildings all around it were 
seemingly fused to or built around the unbreakable pillar; who could blame them? It was by far the 
strongest structure in the Underground. Anchoring a building to it was excellent insurance against 
damage or collapse. 


And today, a thief leaped desperately for that pillar, falling dozens of feet from the building 
opposite it as they got closer and closer to the ground. But then, with less than fifty feet to go 
before the thief became a red splatter on the hard stone of the Underground, they struck the side of 
the pillar. Instantly, the thief’s acid-coated gloves were clawing at the concrete; even through the 
acid-resistant, extremely tough leather, the stinging sensation of losing skin on high-speed contact 
with the rough, uneven surface made the thief grit their teeth in pain. Nevertheless, they clenched 
their hands and dug the steel-reinforced, acidic toes of their boots into the pillar as well, fighting to 
slow their descent. They left inch-deep claw and scratch marks in the concrete as they gradually 
came to a stop, about twenty feet above the busy intersection. Already, there were tourists down 
there, pointing and aiming cameras at the thief. 


Idiots, all of them. The Underground wasn’t a place you came willingly...if you had any brains, at 
least. 


Ignoring the sound of photos being taken, knowing that their identity was perfectly secure, the 
thief bit back pained grunts and hisses as they climbed down the pillar. Behind them, the hero, 
lacking the skill and strength to climb down, could only shake a fist dramatically at his foe’s 
retreating back, before the crumbling rock around them drove him to clutch the wall even tighter to 
avoid falling. 


Some time later, one of the enormous lifts that was the only way from the uppermost level of the 
Underground (the only way that appeared on maps, anyway) found itself with an unexpected and 
unknown passenger. As the group of people within slowly drained away with each stop at a 
subsequent level, none noticed the cloaked figure riding down on top of the colossal elevator, 
nursing raw-scraped palms and fussing over damaged gloves. 


At last, though, the lift reached its final stop, and the thief slipped down from their perch, mingling 
in the small group of roughly-clothed men and women who quickly dispersed. Even this level, far 
dingier and smaller than the grand caverns of the first level, was no place for one of the thief’s 
kind. There were fewer heroes here-fewer people to protect, and far less valuable property to 
defend-but there were still some. Instead of lingering, the thief snuck quietly through back alleys 
and forgettable tunnels, all slowly but inexorably tilting downwards, moving towards the bowels of 
the earth. 


This leg of the journey was far longer, and by the time the thief could go no further down, there 
were practically no large lights like there had been in the higher, “official” levels of the 
Underground. No, the lights here, where there were any, were dim, red emergency lights 
scavenged from other tunnels, or patchwork homemade systems that only illuminated tiny islands 
in the sea of dark. No grand pillars held the roof up; the tunnels and caves were much, much 


smaller, barely big enough for four or five people to walk abreast in places, with homes hewn into 
caves or made of scrap. Even with the much smaller demand for support, these levels housed twice 
as many people as the upper ones, and collapses were all too common. Death by cave-in was an old 
friend to most residents. 


This was the side of the Musutafu Underground that tourists never knew existed; indeed, the 
official position of the Japanese government was that it didn’t exist, that the Underground had only 
eight levels, rather than twelve. Unofficially, though, this place, this warren of inhabited tunnels 
that stretched farther than anyone knew, was at the top of every government list of the biggest 
internal threats to national security, a breeding ground for every kind of monster under the sun, 
from organized crime to domestic terrorists. It was a place of the discarded, those driven from the 
surface and even the upper levels of the underground, those who were not welcome anywhere else. 


It was the Depths, and to the thief, it was home sweet home. 


They moved swiftly; there were no heroes here, but that didn’t mean they were safe. As always in 
such a place, gangs of the desperate preyed on the vulnerable and unwary. The only solution, of 
course, was to be neither. 


As they strode through the deepest pits of humanity in a cloak that hid every inch of skin, the thief 
was lucky in this regard; there were no laws in the Depths, but the closest thing to one might have 
been “Leave those who want to be left alone the fuck alone.” It was a good law, for many reasons, 
ranging from not getting murdered and having your corpse sucked of all its blood, to not learning 
just what kind of person-or worse-ended up here. There were definite benefits to life, limb, and 
peace of mind by minding your own damn business in the Depths, and that suited the thief just fine. 
After all, they very much wanted to be left alone. 


At last, the thief came to a sheer rock wall near one edge of the Depths; at the very top, near the 
point where the ceiling of the larger gallery met the wall, there was a small opening, barely 
noticeable from the ground. Taking a running start despite groaning muscles, the thief clambered 
along the small melted handholds in the rock, years of practice ensuring that they never even 
slipped. Soon, the thief disappeared inside the tiny hole, utterly invisible to the outside world. 


After a few seconds of wriggling, the thief could stand up again, inside a tiny, cluttered hollow 
melted right from the rock itself. The floor was just big enough to contain a pile of rumpled, patchy 
blankets and pillows, not to mention considerable amounts of junk and discarded trash. Hidden 
among the debris were valuables-a stash of canned food here, a hoard of water jugs there, and other 
such items needed for survival. 


With a sigh, the thief let the bag with the now-cooled bread drop to the ground. They pulled back 
their hood, revealing two curved yellow horns. 


Soon, the rest of the cloak and the mask followed, revealing skin as pink as cherry blossoms, dark 
sclera the color of night, and golden eyes that could sparkle with light or flow like liquid metal 
depending on the mood. 


With a sigh, Mina Ashido shook out her tangled pink hair, which was shaved down on the back and 
sides in an undercut, leaving the wild curls on top to flow down over the dark skin that had been 
exposed, winding around the backs of her ears. The old, healed scar under one eye, an angry slash 
in dark red, much darker than an ordinary person would have had, only enhanced the rebellious, 
dangerous air that clung to her. Maybe it was something in her eyes that did it; the look there was 
eternally wary, ready to spring into deadly action at the drop of a hat, yet also warm and 
entrancing. It was the look of a predator and the look of prey all at once. 


Stretching with a groan, Mina grabbed one of the loaves and flopped down into the nest-like pile of 
blankets that served as her bed. 


“Jeez,” she muttered to herself as she rubbed her eyes in exhaustion, “what a fucking day, huh?” 


Mina took a bite from one end of the loaf, savoring the taste; she didn’t get stuff like this that often, 
since stealing in the upper levels was so dangerous and risky. But damn was it worth it, if only for 
the special occasion. 


Mina wolfed the first loaf down in seconds, then decided to try and savor the second one. As she 
took smaller, dainty bites, she said softly, “Happy birthday to me, I guess.” 


Time was hard down here, Mina knew, but she did know today’s date thanks to the clocks in the 
upper levels. She’d seen them while looking for some food to steal. 


July thirtieth. Her twenty-fourth birthday. For all that that meant down here. 
“Man,” Mina decided, “time sure fucking flies, huh?” 


Despite her best efforts, the second loaf was soon gone, too. Not wanting to waste all her hard- 
earned food, Mina decided that that was enough, and set the other two loaves aside for tomorrow. 
She was thankful her stomach didn’t rumble much; it was as used as she was to food being as 
reliable as her ability to steal it. 


Feeling the pull of exhaustion, Mina yawned deeply, then figured that, even if she was gonna wake 
up sore as hell tomorrow, she might as well get some rest before then. Sleepily, she muttered, “Just 
another day in the Underground.” 


Then, she was asleep, snuggling into the pile of blankets. Outside, life went on, in its messy, 
desperate way. For now, though, the pink-skinned woman, not welcome in the world above, 
slumbered peacefully in the depths of the earth. 


It couldn’t last forever. 


Knights In Shining Armor 


Chapter Summary 


Heroes above, villains below. That's how the Underground has always been. 
Let's meet some of the heroes this time. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Akari Ito, who went by the hero name Holo, was still working on processing everything that had 
happened lately. 


Seriously, a month ago, she’d still been in UA! And since then, she’d graduated, failed to get a job 
at the agency she’d interned with (stupid fucking cheesecake accident...) and then...well. 


And then she’d gotten hired by Aegis Heroics. Somehow, she, the middle-of-the-pack, relatively 
unimpressive (for a UA grad) hero hopeful, had managed to impress the most prestigious hero 
agency in Japan enough to make them take her on as a sidekick. 


And that had led to the absolute madness that was happening today. She, Akari, was on patrol with 
the Number One Hero. I mean, sure, it made sense that she would meet him-he’d founded Aegis, 
after all-but...still. It wasn’t every day you got to work alongside one of your idols. 


Said Number One Hero gently nudged her in the side as they turned a corner. In a voice that 
seemed to fill the world, he said, “Hello? Earth to Holo?” 


Akari blinked in surprise, realizing that she’d managed to completely zone out in the middle of a 
patrol. She yelped in embarrassment, saying, “Oh, um, sorry, Atlas, sir!” 


Izuku Midoriya, the hero Atlas, the youngest man ever to hold the number one spot at twenty-four, 
just chuckled at her. “Zoned out there, I assume,” he said lightly, waving away Akari’s frantic 
apologies, “don’t worry about it, kid. It happens to everyone. Just keep your head up, okay?” 


Akari nodded, her bright red cheeks slowly fading. She managed to catch herself before she 
apologized again, but couldn’t help but reply, “It won’t happen again, sir.” 


“Good,” Izuku said approvingly, before adding, “and you don’t have to call me sir. Just call me 
Atlas.” 


“Okay, sir,” Akari automatically replied, before realizing what she’d just said. Her blush returned, 
but all Izuku did was laugh. 


It wasn’t that Akari was starstruck, exactly. Okay, maybe she was, just a tiny bit...but even though 
this was the first time she’d been on patrol with Atlas, it was far from the first time she’d met him. 
When she'd first gotten hired, Atlas had greeted her personally, and it had been just a tad bit 
overwhelming to see him just...hanging out with the other heroes in the agency. Her fellow 
sidekicks had all watched her with sympathetic eyes those first few days; in the end, they’d taken 
her aside and explained that, yeah, Izuku was just...like that. Out of the costume, the Number One 
Hero was an easygoing endless fountain of bright optimism, jokes, and really bad puns. It was 


almost possible to forget that, under the jeans and stupid t-shirts he wore off-duty, the man was 
built like a brick shithouse, and had been spotted casually bench-pressing train cars. But when he 
put on that already-iconic green and white and red costume... 


That was why Akari was so off her game. It was one thing to see pictures of Atlas in action, or 
watch videos of him online. It was a completely different thing to see him in person. Beyond even 
things like how no picture could ever truly capture the way his costume stretched across his 
ridiculous physique, or how the brightness of his smile seemed to grow and grow until it was as 
powerful as the sun...there was just something about his presence that intensified when he wore 
the costume, about how it rolled over you in waves, dragging the whole world into his orbit like he 
was a Star himself. Akari was struggling just to keep her footing. 


Izuku opened his mouth, maybe to make another joke, but at that moment both heroes’ earpieces 
activated in a crackle of static that brought both of them to instant alertness. 


“Bank robbery reported on Abe Street, Sixth Level,” came the voice of the hero dispatch, “any 
heroes nearby, please respond with confirmation that you are headed that way.” 


Akari had barely finished processing the information when she and her boss locked eyes. They 
were on the Sixth Level of the Underground, and Abe Street was only a few blocks away. That 
meant one thing and one thing only. 


Izuku’s eyes hardened; in an instant, he went from the friendly, easygoing boss Akari had become 
familiar with, to the Number One Hero. He tapped a finger to the side of his earpiece. 


“This is Atlas and Holo,” he said clearly, green lightning already rising from his arms and legs, 
power radiating off of him like dropping pressure before a storm, “we’re on our way.” 


Just a few minutes later, Izuku was racing through the tangled, erratic streets of the Underground, 
One For All roaring through his veins. He was moving so fast, he was little more than a green blur, 
blitzing past pedestrians and buildings like a runaway train. Only long years of experience kept 
him from crashing into anything and obliterating it. 


Leaping above the buildings would certainly have been faster, he mused, but down this low, the 
vast, soaring ceilings of the uppermost levels of the Underground were replaced with rough-hewn 
roofs that barely left any space between the tops of the carved buildings and solid stone. Izuku 
would have banged his head into solid bedrock at a significant fraction of the speed of sound if he 
tried taking that route. 


Luckily, Holo didn’t have the same problem. Izuku looked up to see the slim, short girl leap from 
one rooftop to another, across a road more than thirty feet wide. It was a gap that someone without 
an enhancement quirk should never have been able to make; luckily, Holo didn’t have to make a 
thirty-foot jump. 


Instead, Izuku watched as Akari leaped from a rooftop, her head passing just a foot or so below a 
stalactite hanging down from the ceiling above; she soared more than a dozen feet, an impressive 
jump, but still far short. But then, just as she began to fall below the apex of her jump, Akari’s 
hands flashed with blue light. Beneath her feet, a glowing rectangular plate appeared with perfect 
precision. Akari landed on it lightly, then immediately leaped off it again, heading out into thin air 
once more; just as before, she summoned a solid landing spot literally out of thin air. Akari 
zigzagged through the air, keeping time with Izuku as she moved, leaving a trail of shimmering 
platforms behind her like ethereal stepping-stones; after about ten seconds, each platform began to 
fade. But by then, the heroine had long since left. 


This was why Izuku had hired her; he’d seen the potential of her ability to project temporary solid 
objects in the confined, mobility-limited spaces of the Underground immediately. She had, too, 
which was why she’d come to Aegis in the first place; they operated mostly underground, after all. 
Izuku grinned with approval, then put his head down; they were close to the bank, and he had some 
robbers to deal with. 


When the heroes arrived, they found a group of gangsters in the middle of transferring their ill- 
gotten gains from the bank vault. Akari landed lightly next to Izuku as he came to a stop, surveying 
the scene. 


“Villains!” he yelled, his voice powerful and authoritative, “You are under arrest! Surrender, or 
face the consequences!” 


As if emphasizing those consequences, the lightning surrounding him intensified until it seemed to 
darken the very air around him; it only highlighted the way his smile seemed sharp, as though he 
was very much hoping that the villains wouldn’t surrender 


Upon seeing the Number One Hero crashing their party, the villains reacted predictably. Most of 
them decided to cut their losses, swiftly piling into the two getaway vehicles conveniently parked 
outside. A few, though, were far enough away that Izuku managed to swiftly get between them and 
the vans, appearing in a blur of lightning. 


“Not so fast, friends,” Izuku said with eager eyes. Turning his head ever so slightly as the squeal of 
tires on packed rock and earth hinted at the fleeing villains, he called out, “Holo! Chase them 
down. Don’t engage if you can avoid it, but keep your eyes on where they go!” 


“Got it!” Akari called, her voice already growing distant as she sprinted up a glowing staircase that 
built itself upwards as she ran. At last, she leaped from the front of it, and swiftly began 
leapfrogging from appearing platform to appearing platform, chasing after the retreating vans. 


Nodding to himself, Izuku turned back to the three villains he’d successfully cut off. 
“You three,” he said with relish, his grin turning savage and eager, “are mine.” 


Two of the villains, a bald man with tattoos covering his arms all the way to the shoulder and brass 
knuckle-type spikes emerging from his fists and one whose mouth began to morph into a crocodile 
snout, teeth and all, chose to attack. Izuku made short work of them, ducking under the bald one’s 
sloppy punch, twisting as he leaped into the air to slam a leg against the side of the villain’s head, 
and then whirling on the crocodile-toothed one just in time to dodge his lunge and bring a fist 
down on his face. 


The two men crumpled to the ground, groaning, put down with just two blows; Izuku had barely 
been using a third of One For All. Easy and routine. 


But wait, weren’t there three villains? 


Izuku instantly went on high alert, scanning for the last robber, preparing to react at the slightest 
hint of an ambush. But finally, he caught the barest glimpse of movement as someone dashed into 
the bank, a blur of brown and black, like the flapping edge of a cloak. 


Izuku was after them immediately; kicking in the doors to avoid getting blindsided as he entered, 
he strode into the bank, which was eerily silent. Dust and debris from the villains’ attack hung in 
the still, quiet air, and there was no sign of life. 


“Where did they go?” Izuku wondered. “There’s no way they got out of the lobby in the time they 


had-” 
“S-stop right there!” a terrified, shaky voice demanded. 


Instantly, Izuku spun to face the sound. He came face-to-face with the missing villain, who was 
shaking like a leaf. In one hand, they held a gun, an ugly, snub-nosed thing that glinted angrily as it 
pressed into the head of the terrified woman they held in their other hand. She was trembling, too; 
dressed like one of the tellers, she had clearly been hiding behind the booth that the villain now 
stood behind, keeping them separate from Izuku and out of his reach. 


Izuku ground his teeth as he froze in place. Great, now this was a hostage situation. Slowly, 
keeping his voice even, he replied, “Alright, ’'m stopping. Don’t shoot.” 


The green lightning around Izuku dissipated as he relaxed his grip on One For All. The villain, if 
anything, seemed to become even more scared. They insisted, “D-don’t come any closer! I'll 
shoot, I mean it!” 


Izuku nodded, spreading his arms wide and keeping his palms visible to keep the villain from 
getting spooked. “I believe you,” he said, staying calm, “I’m not coming any closer.” 


For a few moments, the villain seemed to waver, as though not sure what they wanted to do next. 
Izuku took the moment to get his first good look at the criminal. 


Suddenly, his eyes went wide as he realized why he hadn’t been able to tell where the villain’s 
head ended and the dark booth they’d blended into began. 


“Wait a second. You’re a mutant,” Izuku said, his expression getting grimmer. 


The villain laughed; it sounded more like a bleat than anything. “So what if I am?” they snarled 
mockingly, “am I too scary for you to look at, you big bad hero?” 


Izuku studied the villain closer; while the villain’s hands seemed mostly human, the vast majority 
of everything else visible was...elk? The villain’s face was covered in short, coarse brown fur, 
with a narrow snout instead of a normal human face. His cheeks were heavy and sagging like 
pouches, and his eyes had the yellow irises and u-shaped pupils of a large herbivore. And of 
course, there was the pair of magnificent antlers that sprouted from the villain’s head, their many 
points branching and spreading in all directions, changing the shape of his outline, and, Izuku 
imagined, making going through doors into an unpleasant experience. 


For a moment, Izuku wasn’t sure how to respond; he’d run into mutants before, of course, they 
were more common here in the Underground than anywhere else in the world...but he’d never seen 
one like this. IZuku remembered a few of them; they were like raging animals, lashing out at 
whatever they could reach, all too often terrifyingly powerful. Sure, there were some that weren’t 
as bad...but most people were afraid of them, claiming that mutation quirks altered their users’ 
brains, made them inclined to kill and destroy and lash out as they pleased. 


And now, one of those mutants was aiming a gun at an innocent woman Izuku had sworn to 
protect. The world seemed to shrink down, everything outside this destroyed bank disappearing 
into the fog. There was only this tiny room; the only people in all of creation were Izuku, the 
woman in front of him, and the man-or less-who wanted to kill them both. 


The villain seemed to find something about this whole situation hilarious; he kept chortling to 
himself, making those enormous antlers swing from side to side. “Mutant,” he muttered as if to 
himself, the hiss as his mouth formed the word turning it into some sort of oath, some sort of curse, 


“veah, that’s what I fucking am, I guess. Just a freak everyone should be scared of. A monster.” 


“You don’t have to be,” Izuku tried, his voice somewhere between worried and earnest, “you could 
put the gun down. It doesn’t have to go this way.” 


The villain snorted, shaking his head. “You don’t get it,” he said, “you don’t understand a 
goddamn thing.” 


The villain raised his head again, and Izuku recognized the look in his eye even through a face that 
couldn’t make a single human expression. The villain lifted the gun’s muzzle away from his 
hostage’s head, extending his arm out and pointing the weapon directly at Izuku. 


Calmly, the tremble gone now, the villain said, “If everyone says I’m a monster...might as well 
lean into it, right? Nothing I could ever do could change their minds. So fuck it. It ain’t my job to 
fix a world this broken. But maybe I'll try anyway. So...goodbye, you fucking hero.” 


The villain’s finger tightened as he began to press the trigger. It was the moment Izuku had been 
waiting for. 


Faster than the human eye could move, a swirl of black energy at his fingertip took form, and 
moved with the slightest twitch of Izuku’s finger. It shot forward, a long strand like a whip that 
coiled around the gun’s barrel and handle and the villain’s finger. Izuku tugged, and the gun came 
loose from the villain’s grip. It flew from his shocked fingers, landing uselessly on the once- 
gleaming tile of the bank floor, skittering away into a corner. 


Before the gun had even hit the ground, Izuku surged forwards, One For All responding to his call 
like always. Green lightning wreathed his fist as it slammed home into the villain’s face. The sheer 
force behind the impact sent the villain crashing into the wall behind him; he dropped to the 
ground like a sack of rocks, leaving an impressive crater behind. 


Once the villain was confirmed to be out for the count, Izuku swiftly rushed to the woman’s side. 
“Are you hurt?” he asked, smiling widely. 


The woman shook her head; she was shaking too hard to speak. Izuku patted her back soothingly; 
although he wished he could stay and make sure she would be okay, he still had more villains to 
catch. So he told her, “Sit tight, okay? The police will be here any minute.” 


With that taken care of, Izuku stood, leaving the unconscious villain handcuffed for good measure. 
He stepped out into the (comparatively) bright outdoors, one hand already raised towards his 
earpiece. 


Pressing the button on the side, he began, “Holo, report. Have you been keeping tabs on the rest of 
the villains?” 


A few moments later, the crackle of static signaled the beginning of her reply. “Yeah, I have, 
Atlas,” she responded, sounding a little tired and stressed, but otherwise okay, “only...there’s a bit 
of a problem.” 


Izuku waited patiently for the explanation, but it was interrupted by the sound of a yelp and a grunt 
from the other end of the comm line. Worried, he demanded, “Holo, is everything okay?” 


The moment of silence that followed had Izuku ready to say “damn the property damage” and leap 
across the whole damn level to get to his sidekick. 


Luckily, Akari’s voice came back a moment later when she replied, “Yep, everything is fine. One 


of them had a projectile quirk, he kept shooting at me while I was chasing them. He decided to give 
me one last parting shot.” 


“Parting shot?” Izuku repeated. 


“Uh, yeah,” Akari confirmed, sounding sheepish and slightly embarrassed, “see, uh, Atlas, that’s 
the problem. They’re gone.” 


“How?” Izuku demanded. 


Akari, to her credit, didn’t immediately tremble when the Number One demanded something of 
her. Instead, she explained, “One of the gangsters has an earth control quirk. He opened up some 
hidden entrance to a tunnel network. Judging from where it was, though, I think it might be one of 
the maintenance tunnels.” 


Izuku nodded at that; much like aboveground sewers, the areas beneath and around the official 
levels of the Underground were filled with small maintenance and access tunnels for vital 
infrastructure. Unfortunately, they were also the perfect basis for webs of illicit, largely unmapped 
tunnels dug by villains and criminals over the years, which made catching villains even trickier 
than it usually was. 


“Damn,” he muttered, “we’ll never find them in there. This is the third bank robbery in two 
months, it’s gotta be this same gang. We were so close.” 


There was silence from over the comms; clearly, Akari was a bit occupied catching her breath from 
running halfway across the city while dodging projectiles. 


Izuku reached up to turn off the comm to focus on cleaning up the aftermath at the bank, but just 
before he could, there was the sudden hiss of static that indicated someone was about to speak. 


“T heard something about maintenance tunnels?” came the voice on the other end. It was warm, 
but blunt, as though the speaker's attention was currently elsewhere. 


Izuku’s eyes went wide as he recognized the speaker. His voice suddenly perking up, he 
confirmed, “Yeah. Holo just tracked a group of bank robbers into them. Did a damn good job, too.” 


Akari’s voice returned to the comms, sounding surprised as she said, “Oh, uh, thank you, Atlas.” 


The third voice chuckled. In the background of whatever location they were calling from, there 
was a loud series of rustling sounds, accompanied by loud, rhythmic scraping and the occasional 
thud. “Oi, show the Number One the proper respect, kid!” the voice rebuked when it cleared up 
again, “you should always call him “sir.” 


Izuku had to fight to suppress his own chuckle as Akari stuttered helplessly. Deeply confused but 
unwilling to disobey, she replied, “Um...okay. Sorry, Atlas... mean sir! Sorry, sir. Sir Atlas?” 


“Okay, enough messing with the sidekick,” Izuku decided as his childhood friend laughed over the 
comms, “Ejiro, I hope to God those sounds in the background are because you’ re in the 
maintenance tunnels already, and you’re moving to intercept our fleeing gangsters.” 


Ejiro Kirishima, better known as Red Riot, the fifth-ranked hero in Japan, laughed loudly and 
cheerfully. “Got it in one, buddy,” he said cheerfully, “J figured you could use some backup.” 


“Just don’t get stuck in the tunnels again,” Izuku said equally cheerfully, “I won’t come dig you 
out this time.” 


Ejiro snorted. “J wasn’t stuck!” he insisted, “I was...resting!” 
“Uh huh,” Izuku said, smirking even though Ejiro was nowhere close to being able to see him. 


There was silence over the comms for a while. Then, at last, Ejiro said, “/’m getting close. See you 
guys ina bit once I’ve stolen the Number One’s glory.” 


Izuku couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped his lips at the scandalized noise Akari made over the 
comms. He said simply, “See you on the other side, man.” 


“See you on the other side,” Ejiro echoed cheerfully before the click-hiss of static filled the line as 
he disconnected. 


When he was gone, Akari asked timidly, “So...should I call you “Atlas” or “sir?” 


Izuku rolled his eyes. “Just...on the job, just call me Atlas, okay?” he sighed, “and stop listening to 
Ejiro. He enjoys messing with our sidekicks way too much.” 


In the warren of cramped tunnels under the Sixth Level of the Musutafu Underground, the group of 
fleeing criminals hastily ran along a secret path, marked with hidden signs only their gang knew. 
The gang moved rapidly, fleeing from the oncoming heroes like mice fleeing from a cat. Behind 
them, one of their members sealed the tunnel with stone and dirt, concealing it perfectly and 
ensuring they wouldn’t be pursued. The gangsters snickered to themselves as they slipped through 
the labyrinth, convinced they’d escaped the heroes yet again. 


Then, the lights went out. 


The thin lighting strips above their heads flickered, once, twice, a third time; then they were gone. 
Now, there was only the red glow of emergency lights, marking exits that were too far away. 


The tunnel was narrow; men jostled and shoved as they forged onwards, jumpy and on edge. Far 
away, they could hear sirens, and shouts, and- 


“Gotta say, this is a nice escape route you’ ve got here.” 
The men froze. Who had said that? Where was it coming from? 


Slowly, a new sound drowned out the sirens and unnerved whispers of the gangsters. It was a high, 
harsh scraping, like a million nails on chalkboard. It ground against the men’s ears, wore down 
their nerves. 


Then, the source of the sound turned a corner, and the tunnel behind it disappeared. 


Men shoved themselves backwards as a hulking, terrifying form suddenly appeared from an 
intersecting tunnel. Gangsters cursed and shoved in their desperation to get away from the figure. 
He was immensely muscular, inhuman-looking in the tiny space of the tunnel, with spiky red hair 
that almost scraped the roof. Every inch of his body was diamond-hard, crystallized, unbreakable. 
One arm was thrust against the rough-hewn wall of the tunnel, pushing into the rock. A steady 
shower of sparks poured from his jagged knuckles as they ground against the stone, producing that 
horrible, overpowering sound. The sparks illuminated his face, his razor-sharp teeth glinting in the 
dancing flickers like a shark’s. In the tiny amount of red light that washed over the terrified men, 
the hero Red Riot looked like a demon from Hell itself, and he was grinning. 


He filled the tunnel utterly, and the men knew there was no getting around him; the way behind 


them was nothing more than a dead end. They were trapped. 


Ejiro, knowing exactly how terrifying he looked in the claustrophobic space and loving every bit of 
it, began, “Alright, boys. We can do this the easy way, or we can do this-“ 


One of the gangsters, terrified out of his mind by the sound and the light and the menacing hero 
trapping them in such a claustrophobic space, leaped at Ejiro. His hand-shaped like the paw of a 
grizzly bear, with claws and strength to match-slammed into the side of Ejiro’s head. It was a blow 
that could have ripped a normal man’s head from his shoulders. 


Ejiro’s grin only sharpened as it struck the side of his head and bounced off harmlessly. The bear- 
man’s eyes widened as he wound up for a second mighty blow, which had similarly minimal effect. 
He went to try a third time, and Ejiro simply grabbed his arm by the wrist and squeezed. The 
gangster heard a crack, and felt agonizing pain shoot up his arm. He dropped to the ground 
sobbing, out of the fight before it had even begun. 


Ejiro sighed, evidently annoyed at having his speech interrupted. Pulling his arm away from the 
wall, he slammed his fists together with a grin as the rest of the gangsters charged him in 
desperation. 


Just before they struck, he muttered, “The hard way it is, then.” 


The next time Izuku and Akari heard from Ejiro, it was approximately an hour later, and he was 
posing for pictures in front of a pile of defeated gangsters, who lay unconscious and groaning, 
waiting for the police to show up. 


Ejiro was grinning and talking to the few reporters who bothered to stray down this deep when 
Izuku strode up behind him. 
“So,” he said conversationally, “what’s this about stealing my glory?” 


Ejiro seemed to jump several feet into the air. Giving a very unmanly scream, he finally saw who it 
was once he came back down. Instantly, his grin returned. 


“There you are, man!” he said happily, offering his hand for Izuku to seize in a bone-crushing grip 
as they pulled each other close for a back-slapping embrace. 


Cameras flashed, but both top heroes successfully ignored them in favor of busting out laughing. 
“So, you didn’t get stuck?” Izuku teased. 


Ejirou snorted, “Please, I slipped through those tunnels like a-” 


Izuku coughed into his fist, nodding at the reporters nearby, as well as Akari, who looked a little 
like she was having a religious experience for whatever reason. Getting the hint, Ejiro fell silent, 
weakly finished, “Like...like a very slippery thing.” 


Izuku nodded in approval, though he still looked mildly unimpressed. “Why am I friends with you 
again?” he asked, though they both knew the answer already. 


Ejiro’s sharp-toothed grin flashed even brighter. “Simple,” he replied casually, “I can’t get rid of 
you.” 

Izuku raised his eyebrow. Ejiro responded by raising his own. After a stare-off lasting a few 
seconds, both men dropped the act and burst out laughing. Soon, they were back to good-natured 
joking so natural, they seemed like brothers. 


The next day, Izuku and Ejiro’s iron-gripped embrace was on the front page of every heroics 
section of every newspaper in the country, as usual. One or both of them showed up on that front 
page every day-and most of the pictures that weren’t of them were of their friends and classmates. 


It was just another day in the Underground. 


Chapter End Notes 
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The Price Of A Life 


Chapter Summary 


On Izuku and Ejiro's day off, a villain attack puts everything into jeopardy. 
Help comes from an unlikely source. 


Chapter Notes 


I'm blown away by the response this fic's gotten so far. Every comment and kudos and 
everything else only fuels my desire to write the story I have planned here. 

Now then, it's about time the actual romance of this fic got off to a...well, it gets off to 
A start. Is it a good start? Well, it depends on how much you believe in the romantic 
capacity of near-death experiences. 

Enjoy! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Two days later, Izuku and Ejiro had their first day off inmonths. As was their tradition, they ended 
that relaxing day with a nice night at the best bar in the Underground. 


It was a tiny, hole-in-the-wall kind of place on the fourth level; high enough that it was welcoming 
and cozy, and low enough to slip under the radars of the tourists who infested the uppermost levels 
of the Underground like a plague. Plus, Izuku and Ejiro had saved the proprietor from a tunnel 
collapse a few years back, and she always made it clear their drinks were on the house. 


They never took her up on that offer, of course; if they had, they would have drunk her out of 
business long ago, and then where would they go? 


With a grin, Ejiro slammed a nearly-empty beer bottle down on the table of their booth in a corner 
of the small, crowded tavern. Leaning back and giving a mighty sigh, he declared, “Man, do I love 
days off.” 


Across from him, Izuku took a sip of his own drink, grinning as he did so. Ejiro’s natural 
boisterousness was something that often overwhelmed those meeting him for the first time, but 
Izuku had had a lifetime of practice dealing with his best friend. He joked, “Uh oh, sounds like 
somebody’s trying to slack off!” 


Ejiro rolled his eyes. “You know,” he retorted, “I’d take that more seriously if it wasn’t coming 
from the biggest workaholic I knew.” 


Izuku shrugged, unable to counter something they both knew to be true. He rarely took time off, 
and never let himself deviate from workout schedules or skip agency meetings. He’d reached the 
top of the hero world not just through sheer talent and strength, but unimaginable work ethic, too. 
He was proud of that, even if it hadn’t left much time for...well, anything else, really. 


“You think I’d be the Number One if I didn’t work so hard?” Izuku pointed out. He knew Ejiro 


was never resentful of the difference between their ranks; it just wasn’t in his nature to be jealous 
like that. Hell, Izuku sometimes wondered whether Ejiro got more of a kick out of being friends 
with the Number One Hero than Izuku got from being the Number One Hero. 


Ejiro gave an exaggerated shrug, stroking his chin as he did. He replied, “Yeah, you’d definitely do 
it even if you only caught half the villains you do now.” 


“Are you kidding me? Even now, Bombshell and Mercury are on my tail. Even Gale could catch 
up to me in solved cases if I’m not careful!” Izuku argued. 


“You know you don’t have to use Bakubro and Todoroki’s hero names, right? They’re our old 
classmates, they don’t care,” Ejiro said with a grin. Izuku stared at him with a scandalized look on 
his face. 


“Tt’s a mark of respect!” he told the redheaded man. Ejiro just shook his head. 
“You and I both know it’s just because you fanboy over them constantly,” he reminded Izuku. 


Once again, Izuku found himself unable to disagree, so instead, he retorted, “I fanboy over all our 
old classmates.” 


“You sure do,” Ejiro agreed. “Even though none of them could ever hope to beat you.” 


Izuku opened his mouth to disagree, but Ejiro just sighed loudly, recognizing the look on his best 
friend’s face. Raising a hand to forestall the usual self-deprecating arguments, Ejiro said forcefully, 
“Tzuku. Your case numbers are only half of your ranking, remember? And there ain’t a single 
person in this country who could beat you for popularity.” 


“T don’t know about that...” Izuku muttered, trying to fight a blush off his cheeks. 


Ejiro, of course, heard it perfectly, and bared his sharp teeth in an amused grin as he said in a 
singsong voice, “Oh, I’m sorry, Mister “Heir To All Might.” Or would you prefer “All Might 
Reborn?” “The Titan Of Japan,” maybe? Oh, don’t forget the “Rising Pillar!” 


By the time Ejiro was finished reeling off just a few of the adoring epithets given to him by the 
media, Izuku had slammed his head into the scuffed wood of the table in front of him with a loud, 
exhausted groan. 


“Who the fuck thought of that last one?” he wondered aloud. “It just sounds like a dick joke.” 


Ejiro’s grin was utterly merciless as only a best friend’s could be as he replied, “It is a dick joke, 
buddy. One I will be making for the rest of our lives.” 


Izuku raised his head off the table. His green eyes burned with sudden, intense fury strong enough 
to fix the bravest man in the world to the ground. 


“T’ll kill you one of these days,” he informed his oldest friend. 


Ejiro remained utterly unafraid. He responded smoothly, ““You’ve been saying that since middle 
school. It hasn’t happened yet.” 


Izuku just rolled his eyes. He and Ejiro had been best friends since kindergarten, when a plain 
black-haired boy with a weak, pointless quirk had stood between a boy with no quirk at all and his 
would-be bullies. They’d been inseparable ever since, from UA to heroics. But even after two 
decades of friendship, Ejiro still found new and exciting ways to punch massive holes in any ego 


Izuku could have possibly developed from becoming the Number One Hero. 


Totally unbothered by the friendly, toothless exasperation in Izuku’s gaze, Ejiro continued, 
“Anyway, back to my point. You, my friend, really need to take breaks more often.” 


Izuku demanded, “What would I even do with more free time? I’d just be stressed out about not 
being able to help the heroes keeping people safe.” 


Ejiro knew that just as well as Izuku did, but his grin only sharpened, into an expression that had 
Izuku tensing in nervous recognition. 


“Then what you need,” Ejiro told him with a wink, “is a stress reliever.” 


The wink and the exaggerated grin Ejiro did as he spoke gave Izuku all the layers of meaning he 
needed to understand just what his friend was implying. With a sigh and another eye-roll, Izuku 
firmly replied, “No. We’ve been over this, man.” 


“Sure we have,” Ejiro agreed, shrugging, “but I’m just saying, getting you laid would be a great 
way to blow off some stress-” 


Izuku repeated, “No, Ejiro. That’s not happening.” 


“What, you still think you’re plain?” Ejiro cracked. “You’re more of a looker than J am, bud, and 
you know how easy it is for me to-” 


Izuku reached across the table and conked Ejiro on the head with a heavy fist. “If this is about the 
beard again, I will end you,” he told the redhead. “Nobody wants to hear about the beard 
anymore.” 


Ejiro rubbed ruefully at the feature in question, a fine, short-cropped beard that ran along his jaw, 
coming to a small goatee-like spike under his chin that became a powerful weapon when he used 
his quirk. Despite this utility, the reason he gave for growing the beard was that it made him look 
dashing and worldly...and to the utter gall of Izuku and everyone else who had ever known him, it 
actually did. For whatever reason, it drove women wild, especially in combination with the 
Herculean physique he’d grown into. As a result, his media reputation had trended towards that of 
a playboy...even if it wasn’t accurate. Ejiro, like Izuku, wasn’t the type of man for any sort of 
casual relationship. Despite all his jokes to the contrary, he was largely as celibate as Izuku, by 
choice, and for the same reasons. After all, they were top heroes, with little time for one night 
stands, and too much danger and inconvenience for anything serious. Despite all that, Ejiro had 
made a sport out of poking fun at Izuku over his much-hyped bachelorhood. 


“As magnificent as my beard is, I'll spare you just this once,” the redhead agreed. “But I’m 
serious. You should put yourself out there more, man. It’d be good for you.” 


Izuku sighed, “You know exactly why I don’t do that.” 


Ejiro shrugged. “Fair enough, then. But for the record, on the day you do get snapped up by some 
lucky girl, Pll be giving you grief over it for the rest of your life.” 


Izuku opened his mouth to respond with a promise to do the exact same thing to Ejiro, but before 
he could, the front of the bar exploded. 


Both heroes tensed instantly, leaping from their booth as glass shattered and stone splintered. The 
bar had been packed with patrons, and those lucky enough to avoid getting struck by shrapnel 
scrambled backwards, deeper into the bar and away from the ruined entrance, which was now 


occupied by a monster. 


He was tall, nearly seven feet, and densely muscular. Wearing a white muscle shirt and dark pants, 
the villain that had attacked the bar seemed like your run-of-the-mill thug at first. But then, Izuku’s 
eyes tracked upwards to the villain’s face, and his eyes hardened. 


The villain had a mutant quirk, one just as disfiguring and disturbing as all the rest of them. His 
burly arms ended not in hands, but in enormous pincers, bulky and hooked in a way that suggested 
agony for anything caught in them. His eyes, all eight of them, two large ones in front and three 
smaller ones on either side of his head, were jet-black and beady, and his head and neck were 
yellow chitin, angular and armored. His mouth was a horrifying mix of arachnid and human; red 
lips containing chittering mouthparts and hairlike, inhuman organs. Finally, an enormous scorpion 
tail was visible over one shoulder, curved upwards into striking position, segmented and made of 
that same chitin, with an enormous bulbed stinger on the tip, complete with a spiked point on the 
end nearly half a foot long. 


In a voice that was barely human, mixing an alien buzzing with a deep, jaw-grinding laugh, the 
villain announced, “Sorry to interrupt, but I’m afraid happy hour is canceled!” 


Izuku and Ejiro exchanged a single look, one that communicated intent and plans in perfect sync 
from long familiarity. As intimidating and monstrous as the villain looked, he was nowhere near 
the worst monster they’d beaten. And off duty or not, they were still heroes, and could never back 
down from a threat like this. 


But this wasn’t an open battlefield; it was a cramped bar with a low-hanging stone ceiling, full of 
damaged furniture and cowering and injured civilians. 


Softly enough that only Ejiro could hear, Izuku muttered, “I'll deal with him. You get the civilians 
out of here. There should be a back entrance.” 


Ejiro nodded, knowing better than to argue. Izuku was simply stronger, and he’d drunk less to boot; 
he was almost certainly less buzzed than Ejiro was, and his faculties would be much less affected. 
“Kick his ass, buddy,” he whispered, and then he turned, gesturing to those nearby to follow him. 
With his spiky red hair and sharp-toothed grin, he was instantly recognizable to those sheltering 
behind the bar itself. They began to creep towards the door behind the bar, away from the laughing 
monster striding into the building. 


Izuku, for his part, summoned One For All, letting subtle shards of lightning flicker and dance 
across his scar-covered arms. He couldn’t use much power in such close, crowded conditions...but 
he’d be fine. 


Unaware of the heroes in the bar, the villain continued, “Now then, who wants to die first? Nothing 
like a good bit of mayhem to get the blood flowing-” 


With a yell, Izuku leaped into the open. The villain turned, barely managing to meet Izuku’s 
descending fist with the chitinous armor on his forearm. Even so, the force of Izuku’s blow 
managed to send the taller man stumbling back multiple feet. 


Izuku gritted his teeth as the villain resisted his punch. Curtly, he replied, “There” Il be no mayhem 
here today, villain.” 


The grin the mutant returned was horrifying, all bared mouthparts and chittering sounds no human 
could ever hope to make. In that odd, buzzing voice, he retorted, “Oh, is that so? What makes you 
think you can stop me-wait a second, Atlas?” 


The energy in the bar changed. Those unable to flee their hiding places perked their heads up, eyes 
widening even further as they recognized the messy green hair and wide, confident smile. 
Murmurs of relief filled the air-they knew they were saved. 


But unlike nearly all the villains Izuku faced, the hulking scorpion man seemed utterly unafraid. 
He didn’t try to run away or plead for mercy. In fact, he threw his head back and laughed. 


“What are the fucking chances?” the mutant villain shouted joyously as Izuku disengaged, pulling 
back a step and dropping into a combat stance. “I can’t believe I get a crack at you today! Oh man, 
your death would be one hell of a statement!” 


Izuku’s eyes narrowed. He wondered what “statement” this criminal was trying to make. “You 
seem awfully confident you can take me in a head-on fight,” he retorted. For emphasis, he briefly 
flared One For All across his body; green lightning erupted like a storm, wreathing him in power 
that outshone the twinkling lights of the bar, not to mention the powerful floodlights of the streets 
outside. For half a second, gravity itself seemed to ripple, drawing everything and everyone in 
towards him, like the unstoppable force of a neutron star. Izuku knew better than to use that kind of 
power in such close quarters, where it was liable to do more damage to civilians and property than 
any villain, but is was always an effective intimidation tactic to let an opponent know just what 
they were up against. 


But still, the half-human, half-scorpion monster across from him seemed utterly unintimidated. 
Darkly, he chuckled, “Oh, I don’t gotta.” 


Izuku charged, but even as he did, the villain raised his tail. It glinted in the light, glare bouncing 
off it as it loomed over his head. 


“After all,” the villain told him, “I only gotta hit you once.” 


Then, faster than the eye could track, he struck. His tail shot forwards, meeting Izuku in a blur of 
motion. His eyes flaring wide in shock, Izuku only barely managed to twist and avoid the 
venomous stinger; it sliced a path through the loose fabric of his shirt, on his side, just under his 
arm. 


“Shit,” Izuku thought. “He’s fast!” 


No sooner had the thought formed in Izuku’s head before the villain leaped forwards to meet 
Izuku’s charge, swinging one of his enormous claws like a hammer. It moved too fast, cracking 
Izuku across the jaw and sending him stumbling. 


To Izuku, though, the blow was light, and he quickly regained his footing, returning to the attack. 
The next time the villain’s stinger jabbed forwards towards his heart, Izuku turned to let the tail 
pass, then grabbed it, just behind the bulb of the venom sacs. He pulled hard, and the villain was 
yanked forwards, right into the raised knee Izuku brought to meet him. 


Unfortunately, the villain was tough, and the cramped quarters and civilians meant Izuku wasn’t 
able to put enough strength into the blows to make them decisive. The villain’s tail jerked in 
Izuku’s grip, and the sudden surge of strength the mutant poured into a vicious claw strike on 
Izuku’s leg forced him to let go of the deadly stinger. Quick as lightning, the hulking man was 
back on his feet, and Izuku had to keep the pressure up. 


Taking the initiative, he got in close, betting that the tail wouldn’t be flexible enough to reach him, 
at least for a few seconds. He rained punches on the villain’s torso like bullets, his fists moving 
faster than the eye could follow. The villain yelled in pain and frustration as he was battered, ribs 


starting to splinter as he was pushed backwards towards the door and the wide-open street beyond. 


Realizing he had an opening, Izuku leaped straight up, aiming a roundhouse kick right at the 
villain’s head. It descended like a meteor, unstoppable, unbeatable. But when the villain smiled, 
victory glinting in his many eyes, Izuku realized his mistake. 


The villain ducked low, his head bobbing to the side, revealing the gleaming stinger poised to 
strike instead. It shot forwards, and Izuku had nothing to push off of to avoid it. It slammed into his 
shoulder, spearing the soft flesh just below the joint like a spear made of fire. That was how it felt 
to Izuku, anyway, as he shouted in sudden agony, forced to land without making contact. The 
stinger retreated, a stray drop of venom glistening on the tip, but the burning sensation stayed in 
Izuku’s veins as he clutched the wound. 


“Venom,” he realized, his blood freezing even as the toxin sped through it. “This is bad.” 


The villain laughed cruelly, the sound evil even without the monstrous clacking and buzzing his 
mutated mouth added to the cacophony. “How do you like that one, hero?” he asked mockingly. 
“That’s the strongest shit I’ve got. Not sure if it’s strong enough to kill a big tough bastard like you, 
but then... you ain’t gonna last long enough to find out!” 


Surging forwards once more, the villain reached Izuku long before he’d managed to fight through 
the agony racing through his veins. Izuku desperately tried to kick out at him, but the mutant 
grabbed him by the ankle, his pincers clamping down like a vise. Izuku thought he heard the crack 
of bone as the claws clamped down, but he might have been confused by the crack of stone as the 
villain swung him like a bat, slamming him once, twice, three times into the rock wall of the bar, 
hard enough to leave a shattered crater and deep, dangerous cracks in the wall. Then, the villain 
turned and threw Izuku through the shattered remains of the bar’s front window. Jagged glass 
scraped and tore at his skin and clothes as he landed in the street outside; there were few 
pedestrians around, and no cars, thank God, but that just meant there was nothing to stop Izuku’s 
momentum. He rolled to a stop in the middle of the street, bleeding from half a hundred wounds, 
his ankle crushed, venom coursing through his veins. 


The villain laughed deeply and confidently as he swaggered through the ruined doors of the bar; 
the sound was cut off by a sharp hitch that made the large mutant put a hand to the side of his 
chest, breathing shallowly and sharply. 


“Damn,” he grunted, “you’re no weakling poser, that’s for sure. You hit like a goddamn truck. 
Maybe this world ain’t so rotten as I thought, if it worships a man like you.” 


Slowly, painfully, Izuku pulled himself to his feet, silencing the screams of pain from his body 
with unshakeable willpower. Looking around, he saw that there was nobody nearby, no risk of 
collateral damage. 


Perfect. 


Izuku opened his eyes as power surged around him; his mental tracker of One For All crept up and 
up, from ten percent to twenty, to thirty...even higher. But as he pushed more and more, he was 
stopped by a fresh wave of agony exploding in his shoulder and chest, ten times stronger than the 
one before. It was so strong, it ripped another yell of pain from his lips, and broke his 
concentration; he could barely maintain his grip on One For All through pain this intense. 


As Izuku bent over, the villain walked closer, waggling one claw in admonishment. “Now, now, 
don’t push yourself,” he warned Izuku, “the harder you fight, the quicker the venom spreads, see? I 
don’t want it to reach your heart and finish you off before / get to kill you.” 


Izuku realized that the villain was right. The more of One For All he used, the more strain he put 
on his body, forcing his heart to pump faster, forcing his blood to flow quicker. And that meant that 
the venom moved that much faster, too. Already, just from his momentary push towards forty 
percent, he could barely feel his right arm anymore, and the burning sensation of the venom was 
creeping across his chest and threatening to crawl up the side of his neck. 


“Now then,” the villain said, his inhuman expression somewhere that might have been relish or 
bloodlust, “‘let’s finish this.” 


With that, his tail shot forwards like lightning, towards the barely-standing, bloody, bruised figure 
of the Number One Hero. Izuku didn’t flinch as the stinger plunged towards his heart. 


And right before the tail struck, black whips shot from the palm of Izuku’s hand and caught the 
villain’s tail, inches from its target. The villain shouted in surprise as lightning shot across Izuku’s 
body, and he surged forwards to bring his fist smashing down into the villain’s scorpion-like face. 


“Yes,” Izuku agreed through gritted teeth and bloody lips. “let’s.” 


Using another split-second flash of forty percent of One For All to avoid letting the venom spread 
too much, he struck again, feeling chitin armor splinter and break under his fist. The villain was 
pinned, his greatest weapon out of commission, taking blow after blow. He couldn’t last much 
longer. 


Or at least, so Izuku thought, until that damn tail curved up and struck him right between the 
shoulder blades. Again, fiery pain erupted at the impact wound, and he knew another full dose of 
venom was in his bloodstream. 


Underneath him, the villain chuckled, and slammed a claw into Izuku as his grip faltered. Izuku 
went flying, his grip on One For All fluttering and weakening. As he sailed away, though, he 
realized that Black Whip should have dragged the villain with him. Instead, the limp, cut ends of 
the strands pinning the villain’s tail down were still there, severed by the apparently razor-sharp 
edges of one of the villain’s pincers. 


“You really do refuse to give up, huh?” he said, sounding genuinely impressed. 
“Never,” Izuku vowed, though he didn’t waste his breath by speaking out loud. 


The villain didn’t waste time with any more taunts. He charged again, slamming into Izuku before 
he could regain his feet, bashing the outer part of his claw into Izuku’s face; he felt his nose break 
under the impact. 


The villain rained more blows down on Izuku, forcing the battle away from the main street and 
into one of the myriad alleys between the rough-hewn stone buildings. Izuku aimed kicks and 
punches at his enemy wherever he could, but even the ones that connected were weak and badly 
targeted, a symptom of the pain and fuzziness that were slowly overcoming him, courtesy of the 
venom in his system. 


Grabbing his tattered shirt with a pincer, the villain hauled Izuku upright, slamming him against the 
wall. Izuku was still feebly fighting back, but it was increasingly clear that it wouldn’t do anything. 
He'd lost. 


“Tt fucking figures,” some wry, bitter part of him thought. “All that work and effort, and the thing 
that kills me is some mutant that got a lucky shot.” 


“Goodbye, hero,” the villain said, his voice filled with victory and tiny hints of what might have 


been respect. “I gotta say, you weren’t what I expected. You weren’t no joke. I'll be telling the 
others about you for a long damn time.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “The...others?” he croaked weakly. “What, are you part of my fanclub or 
something?” 


The villain’s expression might have been a grin, though the mandibles made it impossible to tell. 
“The opposite, actually,” he replied. “But enough of that. Time to die, Atlas. When you get to 
hell...tell ‘em Scorpio sent you.” 


“AND he’s got a stupid name,” Izuku thought, adding it to the long list of reasons why dying here 
and now was the dumbest thing that ever happened to him. 


Even as the villain opened his claw wide, trapping Izuku’s neck between the two halves, ready to 
clamp down and end him for good, Izuku could only lament how stupid he’d been. Charging into a 
fight against an unknown quirk, without backup, with his faculties dulled from alcohol...it 
would’ ve taken a fucking miracle to get him out of this one. 


And then, right on cue, a miracle happened. 


Izuku was slipping into blissful unconsciousness when it came. In the days to follow, no matter 
how hard he tried, he would never be able to recall what, exactly, occurred in those few moments 
before the villain’s pincer closed on his neck. 


All he saw through his blurring, fading vision was the villain’s head turn, as though he’d been 
distracted by someone entering the alley. There were murmured words he couldn’t make out, like 
whispers from another life. Then a dark, flapping blur moved across his field of view, and the 
pressure of the villain’s claw vanished from around his neck. A crash, a sound like boiling water or 
steam, the most bloodcurdling shriek of agony Izuku had ever heard in his life...then nothing. 
Absolute silence. 


And just before he fell into the darkness, a shadowy, hazy figure filled his vision, and Izuku’s last 
sight was one he’d never seen before: eyes of pure, deep, shimmering gold, surrounded by oceans 
of inky black. 


The most gorgeous sight he’d ever seen. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Mina was being fucking stupid. 


Every instinct in her body was telling her that she shouldn’t be here, that she should have done 
what she always did when a hero fight broke out: sprinted in the other direction as quickly as she 
possibly could. And yet, here she was. 


She’d been making her way back towards the Depths after a successful theft elsewhere in the level, 
hopping from roof to roof with the practiced ease of long years spent running and hiding, when 
she’d heard the sound of shattering glass and breaking rock and screams of terror. At first, Mina 
didn’t think anything of it; those sounds were part of the backdrop of the Underground, a steady 
beat every resident was familiar with. And it was none of her business, whatever it was. 


Mina decided to go to ground; whatever was going on, it would certainly attract heroes like flies to 
a corpse. It was best if she laid low for a bit, let them deal with the mess. 


But the screams kept coming. Mina stuck her head out, off the roof of the building she was hiding 
on top of. She was just in time to watch a swaggering mutant with a scorpion tail stalk his way into 
an alley a ways down the road, on the opposite side from Mina’s buildings. Judging by the blood 
trail leading into that alley, he was following somebody. 


Deep down, Mina realized what was going on; someone was about to die. She didn’t know who, 
and it wasn’t like she was unfamiliar with death. People died every day in the Underground, and 
most of them didn’t deserve it. Mina figured that it was just the way the world was. 


But still, something was protesting inside Mina. Some spark she hadn’t managed to quash yet 
screamed in defiance. Mina just frowned. 


“T shouldn’t get involved,” Mina reminded herself, tamping down her desire to do just that. “Why 
do I care?” 


Because no matter how hard this world had made her, Mina knew that whoever the victim was, 
they didn’t deserve to die. Because Mina knew the story playing out in front of her like the back of 
her hand, and had no desire to see it again. 


Because all the logic and reason and cold rationality in the world means nothing when time slows 
to a crawl and your heart screams " no.” 


In the back of her head, Mina recalled an old memory; a friend (and how few of those she had!) 
looking her dead in the eye and saying, “You were never meant to be cold, Mina. Your heart’s too 
big for this place.” 


Mina stood up from her hiding place, eyes fixed on that alley. Another memory, this one so faded 
and distant it might as well have been a dream; sunlight. Blue skies. A life she’d destroyed a long 
time ago. 


“Why now?” Mina wondered. “Why the hell do I remember these things now?” 


There was no answer. Mina tried one last time to stop herself, to do the cold, logical, sensible 
thing, to turn and never look back. She’d done it so many times, it was like second nature to her 
now. But she couldn’t. 


Cursing her fucking soft heart that always seemed to get her into trouble, Mina got a running start, 
and leaped across the chasm of the road. She nearly plummeted nearly thirty feet to the stone 
below, but caught onto an overhanging pipe by the tips of her fingers; the ceilings in the middle 
levels of the Underground were covered in them, festooned with hanging wires and gushing pipes. 
Perfect handholds. 


Using every bit of strength she had to maintain her momentum, Mina completed one, two, three 
full loops around the pipe, building speed even as she was forced to pass through the narrow gap 
between the pipe and the ceiling; she barely even noticed the mere inches between the soles of her 
boots and the jagged stone above. She flung herself forwards, the speed and momentum her 
maneuver had granted her proving to be just enough to let her land on the opposite roof, tucking 
into a roll. 


Knowing she had no time to waste, Mina leaped from the roof, letting acid soak through her boots 
and gloves to eat handholds into the stone as she hopped from wall to wall of the narrow alley. At 
last, she landed, her cloak slamming down around her, turning her outline into a formless shadow, 
like something out of a nightmare. 


Maybe that fit her perfectly. 


Mina didn’t block the exit to the alley; she knew better than anyone else how having no way out 
made you fight twice as hard, filled with desperate strength. She wanted to give this a chance to 
end peacefully. She knew it was unlikely to happen...but she wasn’t gonna put herself in danger if 
she didn’t have to. 


The scene came into better focus as she stood, fading into the dark rock, half shadow and half 
monster. One man, pinning another to a wall. The victim was barely conscious, covered in so 
much blood she couldn’t make out their features. 


But the other man, the one about to take another human life, was like her; mutated, warped, 
twisted. That was what the abovegrounders said, anyway. That because the man had pincers and a 
tail and the head of a scorpion, he wasn’t really a man. After all the things she’d seen men like this 
do to each other, Mina almost believed it. 


She knew what she was. Knew what her quirk made her. But she still raised her head to meet the 
man’s beady, pure-black eyes. 


“Get away from him, friend,” Mina said, her voice easy and soft. It was a suggestion, but one 
backed by steel. Any resident of the Depths would have recognized that tone for what it was; a 
warning bell, a soft, simple threat, made by someone utterly confident that they had the upper 
hand. A last opportunity to leave unharmed. 


The man was unmoved. “Who the hell are you?” he demanded. His pincer remained around his 
victim’s neck. 


Once again, Mina found herself wondering why she was bothering with getting involved. Scenes 
like this happened every day; who cared if she saved a single soul from bleeding out in a back 
alley? It was none of her business; she got nothing out of it. 


And yet, Mina held her ground. She replied to the man, “Nobody important. Just get away from 
him.” 


The man scowled, mouthparts rubbing and humming dangerously. “What, you some kind of hero 
or something?” he demanded suspiciously, gesturing at the cloak that covered her whole body, the 
mask that hid everything except her eyes. 


The thought was so ludicrous, so nonsensical, that Mina barked out a short, sharp laugh. The man 
stood stock-still as Mina rested one hand on the wall, shaking her head vigorously. “Hell no,” 
Mina said, packing years of venom into two simple words. “I’m no hero. Not even close.” 


The man held her gaze for a long, quiet moment. At last, he asked, “Then why do you care, friend? 
Move on.” 


Friend. Tn all the world, there were three people Mina had ever allowed to call her that. And they 
weren’t here...not anymore. Maybe they would have been, once. But long years in the Depths had 
Mina moving on, ignoring the wave of hollowness that threatened to sweep over her. 


Eyes forward. Don’t look back. 

“T can’t, friend,” Mina answered, teeth bared under her mask. 

The man still didn’t move. Quietly, he said, “You’re like me, aren’t you?” 
Mina froze in place, eyes wide. 


Slowly, surely, the mutant turned to look at Mina. He continued, “I’d recognize the cloak and mask 
approach anywhere. I used to do it myself. I wonder what you look like under there.” 


Mina gritted her teeth. “Just leave that man alone,” she replied. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 


She knew it wasn’t likely to work; men like this were not easily scared. They were too used to 
strength, too used to being the deadliest thing they knew. Odds were, she would have to fight. And 
down here, that meant she would have to go for the throat, because anything else would risk her 
being the one who died, not the victim she’d tried to save. 


It was the simple law of the Underground: Run if you can. Fight if you have to. And if you fight... 
win. At all costs. 


The man laughed. “Sorry, but I can’t do that,” he told her. “He needs to die.” 


“Nobody needs to die,” Mina answered. Her hands clenched into fists, acid pooling in her palms, 
gloves opening. 


She hoped, at least. She couldn't promise she wasn't just trading one life for another. For all that 
she was, she wasn’t a wanton killer. Her quirk, though...it wasn’t clean, or pretty. And she would 
have to end the fight quick, unless she wanted the heroes to catch her, too. 


The scorpion man shook his head. “You’re a monster like me,” he replied. “You know it’s in our 
nature.” 


Mina took long, slow breaths. Did she really have to get involved? Was this worth it to her? What 
was it to her if some random man died today? 


Finally, Mina made her decision. 
“You're right,” she agreed. 


And then, as the man opened his mouth to reply, Mina struck. Acid flew from her palm, crashing in 
a wave into his many beady eyes. Compared to what she could cook up, it was weak, but the 
inhuman, bloodcurdling scream that erupted from the man’s mouth was a testament to the agony he 
was currently experiencing. 


Without missing a beat, Mina charged, just as the man released his grip on his victim’s neck, 
staggering backwards towards the other wall of the alley, his claws pressing against the smoldering 
wrecks of his eyes. His tail jabbed out randomly, flailing in desperation. Her hands coated in a layer 
of acid strong enough to melt human flesh to nothing, Mina simply grabbed the tail, just behind the 
bulbous stinger. There was a sound like a juicy steak on a barbecue, accompanied by a scream of 
pure pain, raw, visceral agony ripped straight from her fellow mutant’s lungs as the venom sacs on 
the end of his tail dropped to the ground, melted off of the appendage in mere seconds. 


Mina hated this. She hated her quirk, all of it. She hated what it had done to her, turning her into a 
monster that all the world hated and feared. But more than that...she hated that they were right to 
fear it. She hated what she could do to other people, how much she could hurt them if she wanted 
to. 


But regrets were a luxury she couldn’t afford, so she grabbed the man’s head, feeling carapace and 
flesh sizzle and hiss beneath her palms, and she didn’t let go. She grit her teeth as the much larger, 
stronger man beneath her thrashed and screamed as his flesh melted, as his body burned. His claws 
lashed out at Mina, but the man’s strength had deserted him; they felt like shoves, not 
hammerblows. And finally, he stopped moving. Not dead-she hadn’t held on nearly long enough to 
do that-but knocked unconscious by the pain. 


Panting from the adrenaline and the energy cost of such explosive motion, Mina slowly drew 
herself up, the only one standing in an alley of blood and pain. 


“You’re right,” she repeated to the unconscious man on the ground. “I am a monster. Just like 


you.” 

With that, she turned to check on the victim, hoping that he hadn’t expired from blood loss or 
something. She opened her mouth to speak as she leaned over them, jostling them by the shoulder 
to see if they were responsive. There was nothing...and that was a lot of blood. Maybe she could 
get someone’s attention, let them call the police- 


Mina’s thoughts came to a screeching halt as she saw the iconic mop of green hair. The freckles, 


the imposing, muscular body...he was heaped on the ground, barely moving save for the rise and 
fall of his chest, yes, but even she knew who this was, and she lived in a cave, and hadn’t seen a 
television or computer in years. As she watched, the man’s green eyes, which had widened in 
recognition, finally slipped closed, his body lapsing into unconsciousness at last. 


Mina’s eyes went wide, and she stumbled away from the limp figure of the Number One Hero. Her 
back pressed against the far wall. 


“Are you serious?” she breathed, still in disbelief. “This is just my fucking luck, huh?” 


Of all the days she’d chosen to intervene, to listen to the voice in her head that screamed every time 
she hardened her heart...it had to be today. Of all the people she could have chosen to save, she 
had to choose Atlas. The man who arrested more mutants a year than anyone else. The man all the 
criminals in the Underground loathed and feared, who was considered a boogeyman by the worst 
of the worst. The man whose name was practically a curse in the Depths. 


Mina forced herself to stay calm. Atlas was unconscious; maybe he hadn’t seen her. Maybe she 
could get out of this without ending up on his radar. After all, she was a thief, a criminal...and a 
mutant to boot. Her best chance of survival had always been avoiding the notice of heroes. 


And now, she’d come face-to-face with the most powerful hero around. 


“Okay,” Mina thought to herself, taking deep breaths. “Maybe if you leave quickly, nobody will see 
you, and you can avoid-” 


“Izuku, you okay?” asked a new voice; deep and male, filled with concern and worry. Mina’s eyes 
went wide all over again as her head shot up, swiveling towards the entrance to the alley. 


A man almost as tall and bulky as the Number One Hero stood there, his body crystallized and 
jagged, hair in a flamboyant, bright red spike above his head. That and his sharp, sharklike teeth 
made him instantly recognizable as Red Riot. 


Mina knew, immediately, that she was screwed. Red Riot’s eyes took in the scene with the 
hardened, experienced look of a seasoned hero; the unconscious, badly wounded mutant on the 
ground, and Mina, so heavily cloaked she could have been anyone. 


To Mina’s surprise, Red Riot didn’t instantly attack. Instead, his eyes landed squarely on her, and 
he asked firmly, ““What happened here?” 


Mina didn’t dare tell the truth; she knew damn well that saving Atlas’s life meant jack shit. She 
was a criminal and a mutant; she’d be thrown in jail faster than she could blink. Heroes, and the 
law, wouldn’t give a shit about the good she’d done-they’d only see the bad. Mina knew that from 
experience. 


Instead, she slowly began to back away. Red Riot’s eyes grew harder. 
“Look,” he said in his rough, sturdy, yet genuine-sounding voice. “I don’t wanna hurt you.” 


Mina couldn’t help the soft snort that escaped her lungs. “Funny, everyone always says that,” she 
mused as she frantically searched for an escape route. “They never mean it.” 


Red Riot walked further forwards; he blocked the alley entirely, trapping Mina in. She could feel 
panic rising in her chest. 


The red-haired hero began, “Just tell me where Atlas is- holy fuck!” 


Red Riot stopped bothering with Mina as he finally saw the other hero, who had been hidden in 
shadow. He raced to Atlas’s side, muttering, “Come on, buddy, get up.” 

When Atlas didn’t respond, Red Riot pulled out a phone with shaking hands; Mina felt rooted to 
the spot as she watched. Her legs wouldn’t obey her. 


Red Riot didn’t even wait for the operator on the other end of whatever line he’d called to finish 
before he snapped, “We’ ve got a hero down on Level Four! I need medics here, now!” 


Mina heard the tremble in Red Riot’s voice, and something in her heart ached. She wondered if 
they knew each other; Red Riot seemed too messed up for just finding a colleague badly injured. 


“Even heroes are human, I guess,” Mina thought. The idea was...confusing. Mina was so used to 
seeing heroes as faceless monsters who hurt people like her, the sight of something like this felt 
impossible. 


Red Riot turned, and Mina panicked. Without saying a word, she bolted, knowing that staying 
would only get her caught. She couldn’t be caught. She hadn’t spent years hiding and running and 
surviving to give it all up now. Behind her, she heard the hero shout, “Hey, where the hell are you 
going?” 


Red Riot reached out to grab her, his hand closing on her cloak. Mina’s desperation grew stronger; 
she was in full fight-or-flight mode now, instinct taking over. Red Riot’s sharp, clawlike hands tore 
into the rough fabric, and Mina reacted without thinking. Acid coating her hand, she swiped at the 
hero, making him yelp as burning liquid splashed across him. It didn’t cause any damage, not 
through layers of unbreakable hardening, but it definitely stung, and that was enough to make Red 
Riot yank his arm away. 


Mina heard a tearing sound as part of her cloak ripped off, trapped in Red Riot’s clenched fist. She 
didn’t even care; she was free. Before she even knew it, she had bolted from the alley, sprinting at 
top speed as far away as she could possibly get. Mina didn’t see Red Riot start after her, only to 
stop and focus on keeping his friend alive. She didn’t see him clutch the brown fabric of her cloak, 
his eyes hard and determined. She didn’t even think again until she had disappeared into the depths, 
curling up in her tiny cave and waiting desperately for her heart to stop pounding. 


She had to wait a very long time. 


Izuku woke up again to gentle golden light and the too-clean smell of antiseptic and a rough, heavy 
voice telling him, “You’re a fucking idiot.” 


With a groan, Izuku’s eyes opened fully, registering the familiar sight of Ejiro’s face watching over 
him. Even though his head was pounding with a fierce headache, Izuku still recognized the look of 
concern and worry on his best friend’s face, mixed with righteous anger and resignation. 

Well, that meant Izuku was alive, which was both unexpected and extremely welcome. 


As soon as he’d run through a mental checklist of himself, confirming that all of his body parts 
were in their correct places and didn’t hurt too much, Izuku replied, “You say that like it’s 
supposed to be news to me.” 


Despite himself, Ejiro snorted. “I sure hope you know you’re an idiot,” he said. “Otherwise, I'd be 
worried about brain damage in addition to...let’s see...oh, multiple broken bones, significant blood 
loss, a concussion-” 


“So all in a day’s work, then-” Izuku joked, both of them intimately familiar with his frequent 


hospital visits, a trend dating back to UA. 


Ejiro just glared at him, raising his voice as he finished, “And three times the usual lethal dose of 
whatever venom that bastard got you with.” 


Izuku flinched at that, not out of pain, but out of fear. He’dlost, and to a two-bit punk with a 
scorpion tail at that. How the hell had he managed that? 


Simple mistakes, tactical errors, clouded judgement...and plain bad luck. It happened all the time, 
and Izuku knew just how lucky he was; it only took one fuck-up to kill or cripple most heroes, even 
the best of the best. One For All couldn’t protect him from his own stupidity. 


Weakly, Izuku joked, “Well, it’s a good thing I’m four times the man you are.” 


His best friend snorted humorlessly. “Lucky bastard. If One For All didn’t strengthen your body’s 
response to toxins, too, you’d be fucked and we both know it,” he responded. 


Izuku fell quiet again, not because of the casual mention of his inherited quirk-Ejiro had known 
about One For All nearly as long as Izuku had had it-but because his best friend was right. Even 
though the hospital had clearly brought the big guns to bear on him, judging by how nearly all his 
injuries had already healed, he had One For All to thank for letting him live long enough to just get 
here. That left him with an uneasy feeling in his stomach...or was that the nausea of his 
concussion? 


Ejiro sighed as Izuku made to get up, shoving the green-haired man back into bed with the ease of 
someone who knew exactly what Izuku did every time he ended up in the hospital. Namely, acting 
way too casual about the whole thing, trying to walk it off, and pretending like it never happened. 


“Oh no you don’t,” Ejiro told him bluntly. “You’re staying here.” 
Izuku protested, “Come on, I’m fine! Nothing even hurts anymore!” 


“That’s because you have the pain tolerance of an enraged bull on meth,” Ejiro replied. “You’re 
staying in this bed until someone much smarter than you says you can leave.” 


Izuku rolled his eyes, but stopped trying to rise. In the silence that followed, he finally noticed the 
bags under Ejiro’s eyes, and the worry lines still creasing his face. 


His mouth suddenly dry, Izuku asked, “How long was I out?” 


“About a day and a half,” Ejiro answered. “I...honestly expected you to be out longer. When I 
found you in that alley, you looked...” 


His voice trailed away, and neither man needed the next word said out loud. 
Izuku hung his head. Softly, he said, “I’m sorry. I fucked up, and scared you because of it.” 


Ejiro shrugged. “Being friends with you means accepting the times when you’re in danger,” he 
replied. “That goes the same the other way around. I’m not gonna be a hypocrite about it. You’d be 
there for me if the situation was reversed.” 


Izuku nodded. It was nothing more than a declaration of fact; he and Ejiro had done just that too 
many times to count. It wasn’t a boast or a brag, it was the truth. 


“That being said,” Ejiro continued, “You’re still a fucking moron for charging in alone, and I’m 


gonna make sure you know that. You don’t gotta fight alone all the time, Izuku.” 


A dozen tactical protests, ranging from Ejiro being drunk to someone needing to assist the 
evacuating civilians, rose to Izuku’s lips; not one of them escaped once he saw the look on his best 
friend’s face. And anyway...Izuku knew Eyjiro was right. It was a bad habit of his, a serious risk he 
took every time he entered the Underground; fighting alone as a hero was a good way to end up 
dead. Having people to watch your back saved your life more often than not. Just because Izuku 
was the new Symbol of Peace didn’t mean he was immortal. 


After all, All Might wasn’t immortal, either. 


Seeing Izuku absorb his words without protest, Ejiro smiled, clapping him on the shoulder. “Now 
then,” he said, his tone still grim. “We do need to go over the events of the fight, for reports and all 
that. What do you remember?” 


The tightness in his voice made Izuku suspicious. “What did you see, when you...found me?” he 
asked. 


Ejiro held his gaze for a moment, seeming to weigh the need for answers against...something. 
Eventually, he sighed and admitted, “Not that much. When I got everyone to safety and came back 
to help, I found you on the ground in the alley, unconscious.” 


A thought struck Izuku, and a pang of worry tore through him. “What about the villain I was 
fighting?” he asked quickly. 


Ejiro’s expression was somewhere between a mystified shrug and a scowl. “He was unconscious 
too,” he replied. “He’s in custody now. Refuses to talk about what happened, why he attacked you, 
or even give his own name.” 


Izuku’s confusion was echoed in his best friend’s gaze. “What... happened to him?” Izuku 
wondered. 


Ejiro shrugged. “I was hoping you could tell me,” he admitted. “When I showed up, there was 
someone else in the alley. They were wearing a cloak and a mask, so I don’t know what they 
looked like. I thought they might have been an accomplice.” 


Izuku frowned in thought. “I don’t remember any accomplice,” he said. Then, his eyes widened as 
memories flowed back to him. “Actually... think whoever that was saved my life.” 


“What do you mean?” Ejiro asked. Izuku relayed everything he recalled, from the villain’s final 
threat, to the sudden, out-of-focus scuffle that had freed him...to the last thing he remembered, 
those shining golden eyes staring down into his as he slipped away. 


Ejiro stroked his short beard thoughtfully. “Whoever it was seemed awfully scared of me,” he 
mused aloud. “They didn’t speak, and what little I could see of their body language seemed 
terrified. Maybe that’s why they ran away before I could stop them.” 


Izuku blinked. “They ran away?” he repeated, some part of him stinging painfully in response. 


Ejiro nodded. “That’s why I was hoping you had a description,” he admitted. “Right now, all we 
have to go on is “medium height, wears a cloak.” 


Izuku snorted a little at the lackluster image, but was quickly struck by another concerned thought. 
“Wait, why are we looking for them, anyway?” he asked. “I hope you aren’t gonna arrest the 
person who saved my life!” 


“We don’t know they intended to save your life,” Ejiro pointed out. “And even if they did, we don’t 
know why. It could have been a brawl between accomplices as easily as it could be you getting 
saved by a timid bystander. But aside from all that detective shit...” 


Ejiro let out a long breath, and Izuku saw the shining relief there, mixed with new fire. Ejiro 
continued, “Whoever they are, they did save my best friend’s life. I’d like to be able to thank them 
in person, if can. And I’m sure you’d like to meet your savior, too.” 


Izuku nodded in agreement. He certainly would. 


Ejiro grinned. “In that case,” he said, reaching into a pocket, “it’s a good thing I was able to get 
this.” 


With a flourish, Ejiro pulled out a piece of ragged, dark cloth. Not high-quality, but strong and 
durable enough, with clear signs of wear and tear and heavy use over a long period of time. 


Seeing Izuku’s confusion, Ejiro explained, “I tried to grab whoever it was as they ran away. They 
got loose, but I managed to rip off a piece of their cloak.” 


Izuku’s eyes widened. He began, “That means...” 


Ejiro nodded. “We can analyze it,” he agreed. “See if we can’t figure out where the fabric comes 
from, where it’s been over the years. That kind of stuff could lead us to our target. If there’s hair on 
it, we get DNA. And even if none of that stuff works...it’s got their scent.” 


Izuku finally saw where Ejiro was going with this, and his smile widened, filling with eagerness. 


“Nice work, buddy,” he said, impressed and suddenly hopeful. Maybe he would get a chance to 
find his mysterious savior after all. Izuku didn’t know what to make of his burning desire to do just 
that, in all honesty. Some combination of wanting to ask why they’d saved him, and the desire to 
see those golden eyes again, maybe. Whatever quirk they had, it must be fascinating. 


Ejiro saw the look on Izuku’s face, and even though his own grin was equally eager, he said 
warningly, “We can contact Bloodhound once you get out of this hospital, but there is one other 
thing you should know.” 


Izuku nodded, indicating Ejiro should continue. 


The redheaded man did just that, finishing, “That villain who attacked you...when we found him, 
his eyes and face were covered in chemical burns. Bad ones. The doctors said they aren’t sure if 
theyll be permanently disfiguring or not. Whoever saved you...their quirk is strong. And it seems 
like they aren’t afraid to use it to hurt people.” 


Somehow, that did little to weaken Izuku’s eagerness to find them. He wasn’t sure why. 


Whatever the reason, Ejiro returned the scrap of cloth, sealed in an airtight plastic bag, to the 
pocket he’d stored it in. His grin shifted again, filling with mischief, and Izuku felt a sudden and 
profound dread. 


“Now that that’s out of the way, we can let some of the other people waiting outside see you,” 
Ejiro said evilly, making it clear just how he was going to get his revenge on Izuku for scaring him 
so badly. “So, I’m going to leave so that some doctors can yell at you. After that, our PR guy’s 
gonna come in here and bitch-slap you with some paperwork. And after that... well, the Number 
One Hero’s been out of contact for nearly two days! The media can’t have that! So I’ve taken the 
liberty of scheduling you some interviews.” 


Izuku groaned. He hated interviews. The idea of interacting with reporters honestly wasn’t the 
reason. No, Izuku was just really fucking bad at giving interviews that didn’t descend into 
panicked rambling or constant muttering. Apparently, most people found that endearing. So they 
kept coming back to do it again. And again. 


Izuku wasn’t about to complain about succeeding in his goal of becoming the heir to All Might... 
but interviews were the closest thing to a part of the job he hated. 


Ejiro smirked viciously as he bowed out of the room, leaving Izuku alone with the whirring of 
machines and the soft golden light streaming in through his window. 

With effort, Izuku hauled himself out of bed, thankful that most of his injuries had already healed; 
he mostly just felt tired and a little disoriented, and that was clearing up pretty quickly. Izuku made 
his way to the window, which had a perfect view of a magnificent sunset, all pinks and oranges and 
purples splitting the sky, bouncing off deep dark clouds. 


It made Izuku squint a little; seeing the sun again after any amount of time in the Underground, 
where light was blue and green and soft yellow and, in emergencies, blood red, always left you 
squinting and struggling to adjust. And Izuku lived aboveground, though he spent most of his 
waking hours belowground, where the vast majority of crime happened. He couldn’t help but 
wonder what would happen if someone who’d spent their whole life in the tunnels and galleries 
beneath Musutafu were to suddenly emerge into the sunlight. Would they find it overwhelming, 
burning, far too bright for their eyes? Would they treat it as a world not meant for them? Would 
they find it as alien and hostile as Izuku sometimes found the very deepest parts of the 
Underground? 


The thought unnerved and intrigued Izuku in equal measure, but before he could think on it any 
more, the door creaked open behind him. 


Sighing, Izuku turned to face the resumption of his life; it may have been a miracle that he was 
here to watch another sunset, but he was here all the same. And so life never stopped. 


Even if a pair of haunting golden eyes remained in the back of his mind, no matter how hard he 
tried to set them aside. 
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Two days later, Izuku and his best friend were on patrol again. They didn’t bring sidekicks along 
this time; this project was a little more personal. Besides, the fewer people who knew just how 
close Izuku had come to dying, the better. 


As they reached the arranged meeting point, a stubby little building with a flat roof on the second 
level of the Underground, Izuku felt himself getting lost in his thoughts. Near-death experiences 
had a habit of doing that. 


The media had mostly brushed off his brief absence; almost nobody bothered to look deeper than 
the interviews Izuku had given once he was out of his hospital bed. Izuku had developed the kind 
of trust that All Might had once had among the public-if he said something was true, it was more or 
less taken for granted. Odd, that. You would think they would have learned that even All Might 
was as flawed as any man after the war with the League, but no, they’d fallen right back into their 
old habits as soon as his successor had come along. 


Izuku pushed away thoughts of his mentor as he and Ejiro were joined on the rooftop by a third 
figure, who clambered up onto the top with the same lanky ease one might find in a spider. They 
were clad in dark, muted colors, with tight clothing clearly meant to allow for ease of movement 
rather than displaying a physique. A heavy mask with breathing apparatus and beetle-like green 
eyes hid their face. 


“Hope I didn’t keep you boys waiting too long,” the figure said, in a voice made slightly raspy by 
the mask. The rasp made it difficult to tell age or gender, though Izuku knew the face behind the 
mask was middle-aged and female. He was one of just a few who did. 


“Bloodhound,” he said respectfully. “Good to see you again.” 


Bloodhound replied dryly, “I get the feeling it isn’t. The Number One Hero needing help isn’t 


exactly a common occurrence.” 


Izuku and Ejiro shared a look as Bloodhound sat down on one of the protruding lumps of rock on 
the rough-carved roof. She was an underground hero-literally. The term, and the style of heroics, 
had both been invented down here, hence the name. Eschewing fame and renown had started out as 
less of a bold philosophical statement among the early heroes of the Underground, and more of a 
necessity-villains here loved targeting both the heroes themselves, and family members if they 
could reach them. As many of the underground heroes were natives of the district, those family 
members were uniquely vulnerable. So even before the official founding of the district, the unique 
approach to heroism had formed-even Craton himself hid his identity behind a mask. Even now, 
eighty years after the death of the man who had created the district, his real name was known only 
by the keepers of high-level government secrets. 


Bloodhound was one of the old guard of these heroes, a silent presence who preferred hidden, 
invisible takedowns and arrests to flashy battles in the streets. Hence the mask, and the dark 
costume that had few, if any, distinguishing characteristics, both trends that had fallen out of style 
aboveground. Bloodhound had a reputation for being professional, intelligent, and effective, even 
after a multi-decade career. 


She was also, as most underground heroes of her ilk were, cranky, aggressively independent, and 
utterly ruthless when the situation called for it. Izuku and Ejiro both knew how to handle her, 
though; after all, their homeroom teacher had been her protégé. 


“How’s Eraserhead doing?” Bloodhound demanded, her voice harsh but clearly fond. 


Ejiro shrugged and replied, “Cranky, sleep-deprived, and still teaching...so about the same, really. 


“Good for him,” Bloodhound said, before turning to Izuku. “Now then, down to business. Why did 
you call me and say you needed my help?” 


Izuku nodded to Ejiro, who pulled out an evidence bag containing a scrap of dark, rough cloth. 
Gesturing to it, he explained, ““We’re looking for someone. We were hoping to use this scrap of 
their clothing to track them.” 


Bloodhound took the cloth, rubbing it between her fingers to study it. When she looked back up, 
she asked, “Who does this belong to?” 


Ejiro and Izuku exchanged a look. After a moment, Ejiro said, ““We’re not sure. That’s why we 
came to you.” 


“How did you get it?” the old hero asked. 


“There was a villain fight a few days ago, and this got left behind,” Ejiro answered, very 
deliberately leaving out more than a few details about that fight. 


Bloodhound sighed through her mask. “So, let me get this straight,” she began, “you don’t know 
anything about who it belongs to?” 


Ejiro and Izuku exchanged yet another look. “Er, no,” Ejiro admitted eventually. “They were 
wearing a full-body cloak and a mask. I couldn’t make out anything about them.” 


Bloodhound snorted dismissively. She turned to look at Izuku, and demanded, “Well, what about 
you? Did you notice anything about this mystery villain?” 


Dismissing a sudden, bizarre urge to reply that his savior, whoever they were, was not a villain, 


Izuku sheepishly replied, “Um...no? I was kinda unconscious at the time.” 


Izuku got the distinct impression that Bloodhound was rolling her eyes behind her mask. “Number 
One Hero, my ass,” she muttered. 


Bluntly, Izuku demanded, “Look, can you help us or not?” 


“Sure I can,” Bloodhound answered, shrugging. “Although I’m just a tad curious about what kind 
of target is enough to get two of the Top Ten out in force.” 


Ejiro met Izuku’s gaze, clearly asking permission to tell her. Izuku granted it with a nod. 


Izuku’s best friend met Bloodhound’s gaze, jerked his thumb at Izuku, and said, “The kind that 
saved his life.” 


For a moment, Bloodhound didn’t speak. When she finally did, her voice was acid as she 
demanded, “Why didn’t you tell me that from the beginning?” 


Izuku shrugged, even as he wondered at Bloodhound’s ability to provoke shame in a hero 
objectively far stronger than her. It was like arguing against a grandma; absolutely guaranteed to 
make you feel like a scolded child. 


“We're trying to keep it quiet,” he admitted. “I don’t want people worrying over me or villains 
getting emboldened because some punk nearly got a lucky shot.” 


“Of course not,” Bloodhound sighed. “Can’t have people knowing that Atlas is a human being just 
like them.” 


Izuku flushed harder. How did she even manage to make his hero name sound like a backhanded 
insult? 


“T'll help you,” Bloodhound said after a momentary pause. “But I want to know what you plan to 
do when you find this person.” 


Izuku narrowed his eyes as he realized he hadn’t really decided, either. All he really wanted was to 
know who he owed his life to, and why they’d saved him. But at the same time, whoever it was 
had technically committed a crime by using their quirk, and they were a witness to a crime...in the 
end, Izuku realized, he’d been so focused on finding the person that he hadn’t considered what he 
would do when he caught up with them. 


He still had to respond to Bloodhound, though, so he admitted, “I, uh...I guess it depends on them. 
I don’t plan to arrest them or get them in any trouble, I’d just like to know who saved my skin. I’m 
really grateful for what they did. I’d like to thank them for it.” 


Bloodhound seemed to nod to herself, then opened the bag containing the cloth. “Alright, you 
win,” she said curtly. “Here, ll help you.” 


For a moment, nothing happened. Then, there was a strange, sudden flash of blue light, and the 
cloth seemed to glow faintly. Izuku watched, fascinated; Bloodhound’s quirk was legendary for its 
ability to track anyone or anything, just from a small object or piece of an object that belonged to 
them. Izuku had no idea how it worked, whether it relied on their scent or their DNA or something 
else, and Bloodhound never told anyone the secret, either. Tracking quirks like this were rare; 
although mutants with canine quirks could supposedly do something similar, Izuku had never 
heard of one in real life. Mutants were one in a hundred thousand, and most of them, if they even 
had kids, tended to only do so with other mutants, and those types of quirks rarely mixed together 


to make stronger offspring like normal quirks. That meant the pool of mutant quirks was so limited, 
very few new ones ever seemed to appear. It was a good thing, too; the ones that existed were 
powerful and terrifying enough. 


Rising to her feet, Bloodhound handed the scrap of fabric to Izuku. As he took it, he felt a bizarre 
tugging sensation in his gut, just behind his navel, as though a hook was dragging him in the 
direction he wanted to go. 


“Follow that,” Bloodhound ordered him, clearly anticipating the confused look Izuku shot her. 
“Tt’ll take you right to whoever that cloak belongs to.” 


Izuku nodded to show that he understood. “This is so weird, ” he said, the old excitement at seeing 
a new quirk in action bubbling up in his chest. “Are you sure you won’t tell me how it works?” 


Bloodhound laughed, a deep chortle that made her head and neck shake. “I’m sure,” she replied. “A 
woman has to have her secrets, after all. Now, get going.” 


Izuku turned to Ejiro and asked, “Are you coming?” 


Ejiro chuckled, “Of course I am...even if I doubt I'll be able to keep up. You’ll need the help, 
anyway.” 


Izuku rolled his eyes. Trapping the cloth firmly in his balled-up fist, he strode in the direction it 
was dragging him, which was towards the great elevators that led down deeper into the 
Underground. If he closed his eyes, he could almost see the trail out in front of him, a faint blue 
ribbon shimmering and twisting in midair. 


“Let’s get going, then,” he told his best friend. “I want to meet the person who saved my life.” 


With a grin, he jumped off the roof, lightning sparking around him. Ejiro did the same a moment 
later, his quirk activating to protect him. 


The chase was on. 


The third level of the Underground was a strange one indeed; upscale enough for all the luxuries 
and beauty of the high levels, but boasting little to attract tourists. Where the first level was all 
beauty and grandeur, and the second was nearly as gorgeous, the third level was where the 
Underground began to let its hair down a little. It was the first level where it actually felt like a 
place people lived. This meant rows and rows of houses and shops, all of them large and expensive 
and owned only by the rich (or those who were rich by Underground standards), but still houses 
and shops. 


And then, of course, there was the Rift. 


While most of the third level was the same mind-bending maze of roads and buildings carved right 
out of the rock in a large, flat-bottomed cavern as the other levels, the excavation of the far western 
side had discovered a natural fissure in the rock, formed long ago when an enormous bubble of 
molten rock had cooled and hardened, shrinking as it did so, creating a crack as the volcanic rock 
had split. It was the same process at work in concrete that cracked as it dried...just on a scale that 
put mountains to shame. 


The Rift was hundreds of meters deep and more than two hundred meters wide. It ran for nearly a 
mile along the western edge of the third level; it likely went farther under the rock walls at the 
edges of the level, but nobody had ever explored that far. It narrowed as it went down, but even at 


the bottom it was more than wide enough to swallow buildings whole. The geologist who had 
discovered it had nearly fallen over the edge in his sheer awe. 


The Undergrounders, naturally, had taken advantage of such a magnificent feature, building into 
the walls and jagged edges of the Rift with characteristic disdain for the laws of nature...or zoning. 
Countless levels, paths, and walkways had been carved from the rock, winding along the cliffs and 
dipping down, down into the ravine, serving the thousands of buildings that adorned the Rift all 
the way to the bottom; shops, hotels, restaurants, and more. The effect was akin to standing on the 
streets of Tokyo, seeing the legendary riot of light and color and sound, and then multiplying it by 
seven or eight and making it much more claustrophobic. 


The markets of the first level may have been more famous, but the Rift was a commercial hub in its 
own right, and one considerably less crowded by tourists at that. And of course, so much wealth 
sitting around, whether in the form of money, goods, or food, was bound to attract a few unwanted 
visitors. 


Emerging from one of the unimaginably vast number of illicit, unmapped smuggler’s tunnels that 
made all security down here more or less pointless, Mina slipped down one of the main roads in 
and out of the Rift with the same practiced ease that got her through nearly any crowd. The trick 
was simple: just act like you belonged there, and most people would assume you did and ignore 
you. 


The irony, of course, was that nothing could be further from the truth. Mina didn’t belong here, as 
any one of these people would have shouted, had they seen her face. She knew that from 
experience. One flash of pink skin or yellow horn, and the polite ones would start giving her lots 
and lots of space as they discreetly tried to hide their stares and nervous expressions. 


The impolite ones wouldn’t bother hiding those stares...and they’d probably call on the heroes, 
just in case. You know, as a precaution. 


It was still odd to her that so few people blinked when a cloaked, masked figure joined the steady 
throng entering the neon nightmare of the Rift. Despite all their fear and hatred of mutants, the 
diversity of quirks on display was as wild and impressive as it was anywhere else. It always felt so 
unfair to Mina. What was the difference between them and her? What gave these people the right 
to live so comfortably, while she was forced to struggle and steal for food? 


Mina forced down the familiar righteous anger; she knew there was no point letting it consume 
her. The world was unfair. That was just the way it was. There was nothing she could do about it, 
as a powerless petty thief. She had enough on her plate just trying to survive. 


Making sure that nobody had their eyes on her was child’s play; Mina had been at this for years, so 
long any time before that was...hazy. She preferred it to stay that way, too. As soon as she’d made 
her way away from the main walkways and “streets” of the Rift, which were as crowded with 
shoppers and-more importantly-heroes as they always were, Mina let herself slip into the attitude 
she’d honed to a razor edge. Cool and collected, lightning-quick reflexes, all business. Worries fell 
away, as did her anger, the nerves that always accompanied any adventure away from her home in 
the Depths, and even the dull, gnawing hunger that was the reason she’d come here in the first 
place. 


Then, Mina took a deep breath, crouched down on the tiny side path that was the Rift equivalent of 
a back alley...and rolled off the edge. 


As quick as a viper, Mina’s hands, covered in the thin layer of acid she used so effectively, grabbed 
onto the steel beams that supported the shelf of rock carved from the wall of the canyon. There was 


a soft hiss as the steel deformed, and Mina let out a tiny breath as she began to clamber along the 
underside of the walkway, moving back towards the shopping district. Her hands, shaped like 
scoops, carved just enough of a grip into the rock to let her hang suspended from her handholds. It 
was a good thing she was as thin as she was. 


This trick had taken Mina years to perfect, and it still left her nervous as hell; she was 
uncomfortably aware of the enormous drop she was crawling above. It may have not been all the 
way to the bottom of the Rift-there were layers and layers of shops and homes and other buildings 
in the way, not to mention the tangle of wires, pipes, struts, and other objects that crisscrossed the 
void, so tangled and chaotic it would have broken every safety law in the country, had the 
Underground listened to those laws in the first place-but it would still kill her for sure. Mina had 
long ago suppressed any fear of heights she may have had out of sheer necessity, but the sight of 
the yawning abyss beneath her still set her empty stomach aflutter. 


Gritting her teeth, Mina focused on the rhythm of climbing horizontally along the walkway, 
following her sense of smell. She needed to eat, so that should be her first priority. 


As she moved, though, Mina couldn’t help but think about how close she’d come to getting 
captured a few days before. Sure, she’d saved someone’s life-she hoped, at least, since news of 
Atlas dying would have made its way even to the Depths-but had it been worth it? If she’d gotten 
caught, she never would have been free again. Even if they hadn’t known about her crimes, they 
would have found out sooner or later...or maybe they wouldn’t have cared. She was a mutant, after 
all, and that seemed to count as a crime itself sometimes, down here. Either way, Mina would have 
been doomed, and all to save the life of someone who would have captured her himself without a 
second thought. 


Why had she done it? The question had been burning in Mina’s head ever since, without any 
answer presenting itself. Even in the moment, she hadn’t been able to explain it, to make sense of 
the way her heart had screamed at her, overriding every instinct she’d learned in long years without 
a home or family to keep her safe. She’d just...moved before even thinking. Her body had been 
acting without her control. She’d been unable to let her cold side take over, driven instead by the 
tiny fragments of the idealist she might have been, in another life. 


Mina’s thoughts were interrupted as she took a deep sniff, and was greeted by the most beautiful 
scents she could think of-warm, fresh food. Bread, fruit, even meats and other things she barely 
ever got to taste. It was a struggle to fight back the drool, not to mention the rumbles in her 
stomach. 


Forcing herself to focus, Mina kept moving, looking for a good place to steal from. Her usual tactic 
in the Rift-one of her more common stomping grounds-was to simply melt into a shop from below, 
letting her steal without being noticed. It limited her haul to what she could carry in her pockets- 
there was no way she could sneak around upside down while carrying anything larger-but it was 
safe. 


Coming to a halt directly underneath one of her favorite targets, a fruit-and-vegetable vendor with a 
particularly oblivious owner, Mina began to widen the hole she’d gradually melted over countless 
raids. She needed a little more than usual today; each raid that turned into a high-speed, risky chase 
with the heroes sapped way more of her energy reserves than she could afford, and she wanted to 
avoid cutting into her fallback supplies as much as possible. She needed to steal as much as she 
could, as quickly as she could. 


Mina had only managed to grab a pair of apples when she heard a commotion from the walkway 
above; even if she hadn’t had a tiny portal to bring her the sound from above, the rumbles of 


hundreds of stampeding feet transmitted through the rock with ease, shaking Mina’s whole world. 
She heard the shouts a second later. 


“Holy crap, it’s actually them!” 
“T’ve never seen him in person before!” 
“Red Riot, you’re my hero!” 


Mina went rigid, shock nearly making her lose her grip. Jmpossible. What were the odds that the 
hero who’d nearly captured her would show up here? She heard Red Riot’s trademark laugh, and 
knew that the man would doubtlessly be posing for the crowd, signing autographs, and all the rest 
of the shit that so many of Mina’s fellow mutants-many driven by that Stain fucker who’d been a 
big problem for the abovegrounders nearly a decade ago-hated so much. As if heroes that didn’t act 
like celebrities wouldn’t haul them off to jail for the crime of being born just the same as those 
who did. 


Still, the coincidence was deeply unnerving for Mina. Even if he had no way of knowing she was 
there, the thought of being so close to Red Riot made her twitchy. Especially because, as everyone 
knew, if Red Riot was there, there was a damn good chance he would be, too. 


A second after the thought crossed Mina’s mind, heavy footfalls shook the ground directly above 
her. A voice she had never heard before, but still somehow knew, rumbled, “Hello.” 


Mina heard a creaking sound, and the box she’d been reaching into began to creak back and forth. 
Her eyes went even wider. 


The stand owner squeaked, “W-what are you doing?” 


The voice Mina instinctively knew was that of the man she’d saved replied, “I believe you’ ve got a 
slight pest issue.” 


Suddenly, light was flooding into Mina’s access hole. Blinking in shock, she realized why. Atlas 
had picked up the stand. She could see him carrying it across his shoulders effortlessly, a smirk on 
his face. How in the hell had he known she was there? 


“Oh, sorry, didn’t see you there,” Atlas said with a grin. “I believe we’ ve met.” 


Mina went through a state of panic so quickly, she was scarcely aware of the fight-or-flight 
instincts that overrode her brain in an instant. Without even thinking, she dropped the apple she’d 
been busy stealing, and scuttled away, headed for the sheer rock wall at the edge of the Rift. As 
soon as she reached it, she leaped onto the wall, running at top speed along it the instant she had 
herself positioned correctly. Her heart felt like it was beating a million times a second, and there 
was only one thought in her brain. 


She had to get out of here. Now. 


Izuku watched the oddly familiar masked face of his savior disappear in a flash of movement, and 
felt disappointment and confusion wash over him. He didn’t have time to wonder what was going 
on, though; he needed to follow them. 


Setting down the street vendor’s stand with a little less care than he probably should have (and 
making the weaselly man who ran it squeak something about...cabbages?), Izuku quickly looked 
over his shoulder at Ejiro, who was still surrounded by a small army of adoring fans who seemed 


unaware of the chase about to start. 


Izuku and Ejiro locked gazes, and communicated more information than anyone not familiar with 
their bond would have expected. 


“Go,” Ejiro’s expression said. “J’Il keep the civilians distracted so you have some privacy.” 


Izuku nodded wordlessly, gratitude filling his heart. He’d never be able to keep this quiet if the 
whole Rift watched him chase down the person who had saved his life-and he knew that this was 
the person. Bloodhound’s quirk, acting on the cloth still clenched tightly in his fist, had led him 
right to them. 


Then, he turned away, ignoring the fruit vendor’s babbling as he summoned One For All. A 
moment later, he leaped into the Rift, already shooting Black Whip forwards. 


He was going to get his answers. 


Mina ran along the canyon wall, fingers and boots melting platforms into the rock as she went. She 
figured she was safe; Atlas’s quirk didn’t let him follow her, as far as she knew. 


A creaking sound echoed from the center of the Rift, and Mina’s head whipped to track it. Her eyes 
widened as she saw Atlas himself, following her with seemingly little difficulty. He swung from 
dark tendrils that burst from his clenched fists, shooting out to wrap around any of the walkways, 
pipes, wires, or other structures that crisscrossed the Rift that he could reach. He moved with 
confident ease that told Mina that this was a long-practiced maneuver. 


Clever bastard. Mina resolved to stop trusting her assumptions about Atlas. Whatever else he was, 
he was smart. 


Mina hated having smart enemies. 
“Please, stop running!” he called out, though Mina ignored him. “I don’t mean you any harm!” 


Mina barely heard it, and certainly didn’t consider anything that came out of a hero’s mouth as 
worth trusting. Her mind raced as she tried fruitlessly to get further ahead of Atlas. Finally, she had 
an idea. Clever as Atlas was, swinging through the Rift like it was a metallic jungle had its own 
risks. The center of the Rift was chaotic and unpredictable, requiring considerable dodging ability 
and quick reaction times to navigate, and many of the struts were too weak to hold the sudden 
additional weight of the Number One Hero. Mina just had to wait for an opportunity... 


There. 


As Atlas tossed one of his tendrils forward, the narrow metal support it wrapped around buckled, 
sending the hero plummeting downwards for a fraction of a second. Atlas reacted quickly, 
stabilizing himself with a different anchor, but that momentary lapse in his concentration was all 
Mina needed. 


Moving so quickly she was only half-aware of spotting her opportunity, Mina lunged off the 
canyon wall, throwing herself out into the open space of the Rift. She caught a glimpse of Atlas 
staring at her in slack-jawed disbelief; clearly, he hadn’t expected his quarry to seemingly go into a 
surely-fatal free fall on purpose. 


Apparently, he didn’t expect Mina’s true purpose, either, which became clear a moment later when 
her boots slammed into his face. Atlas cursed in surprise as he wobbled under the weight and 


impact, before finally losing his grip and falling downwards, the tendrils he’d been suspended 
from dissolving the moment they snapped their connection to his wrists. The momentary platform 
his broad shoulders provided the perfect launching point for Mina to somersault from. She landed 
on a narrow walkway bridging the two sides of the Rift, and was moving as soon as her feet were 
on solid metal. 


She didn’t get far, unfortunately. Atlas recovered from getting used as a springboard far too quickly 
for that. Mina had been sprinting down the walkway for scarcely two seconds before green 
lightning heralded his return. Atlas slammed down on the walkway, barring Mina’s path. He 
looked annoyed. 


“Really? That was a dirty trick,” he complained, clearly indignant. Mina rolled her eyes at the idea 
of a dirty trick being bad, and for a moment she was tempted to make a sarcastic reply. She caught 
herself before she could, and instead opted for an exaggerated shrug, spreading her arms out and 
turning her palms up to make sure the hero caught the motion through her cloak. Then, she started 
sprinting in the opposite direction. 


Behind her, she heard Atlas’s irritated sigh turn into a surprised shout of “Hey! Get back here!” 


Mina fought the sudden, irrational urge to snicker. Had that line ever worked? Did heroes really 
expect their opponents to actually come back? 


Mina quickly reached the far wall of the Rift; here, it was a flat, sheer cliff, with no buildings 
above her for more than two hundred feet. Acid coated her hands, and she leaped upwards, flowing 
upwards smoother and faster than any pre-quirk rock climber could ever hope to match. There was 
no way Atlas could catch up to her now. 


For a second, Izuku nearly let his confusion slow him down. Why was this person running from 
him? They’d saved his life, surely they’d at least realize why he’d look for them? Were they scared 
of him? If they were...why? 


Izuku didn’t have time to answer his questions right then, though. He realized that the figure he’d 
been chasing was already nearly halfway up the rock wall on the opposite side of the Rift. There 
was no way he could possibly keep up with them in a rock climb. Not even Ejiro would have been 
able to, if he hadn’t been forced to distract the crowd in order to let Izuku pursue their quarry 
freely. 


Then, as his eyes landed on a second walkway that ran parallel to the one he stood on, separated by 
a gap of less than twenty meters, he realized he didn’t have to keep up. 


Izuku generally preferred to avoid using the many additional quirks he’d been granted by his 
mastery of One For All. Aside from the fact that the vast majority of them were basically useless in 
combat-one of them let him make his fingernails glittery, another seemed to do nothing but let him 
recall the names and life stories of the Beatles with perfect accuracy-the few that were useful were 
also extremely recognizable. After the terror the Nomu and the League of Villains had wreaked, 
the last thing Izuku wanted to do was make the fact that he had multiple quirks too obvious. 


But sometimes, it was the only way to win. And that came first. 


Taking a deep breath, Izuku flung himself from the walkway, plummeting downwards into the 
Rift. Wind whipped at his face, the only kind of wind that existed down here. Izuku counted 
silently in his head, eyes locked on the two walkways as dark tendrils wound together at his wrists. 


Three. 
Two. 
One. 


Just before his fall would have become irreversible, ensuring a painful end on the jagged rocks 
below, Izuku whipped his arms out, and the dual strands of Black Whip shot upwards at impossible 
speeds. They coiled around the two narrow bridges, which creaked and groaned under the sudden 
strain, but held. The tendrils stretched like bungee cords, building up power as they slowed and 
finally stopped Izuku’s fall. 


In the single moment of perfect weightlessness, a tiny fraction of a fraction of a second that seemed 
to stretch on forever, Izuku let out the breath that he’d been holding. He summoned yet another 
quirk, one that had brought his mentor to tears the first time he’d watched Izuku master it. 


Zero. 


There was a sound like the cracking of a whip, and Izuku rode the world’s largest slingshot straight 
upwards, shooting between the double bridges in a blur. He moved faster than the eye could 
follow, faster even than physics suggested he should have gone, thanks to Float sending him 
upwards. With the speed of his release turning Nana Shimura’s quirk from a gradual upwards push 
to the rough equivalent of strapping two small rockets to his feet, Izuku knew he would reach the 
top of the cliff well before his target. 


He allowed himself a small grin of satisfaction first, though. 
Sometimes, it was good to be the best. 
Mina climbed onto the flat ground near the top of the Rift with effort, breathing hard, her stomach 


rumbling loudly in complaint. It wasn’t like she needed the reminder that her search for her next 
meal had been interrupted. Damn heroes. 


Mina groaned slightly as she rose to her feet. There was a smuggler’s tunnel nearby, the perfect 
opportunity for her to escape before- 


There was a man standing in front of her. An all-too-familiar man, wreathed in green lightning. 
Mina scrambled backwards, cursing under her breath as she realized her path out of here was 
blocked. 


Beneath her mask, Mina’s mouth fell open, her eyes bugging out. Izuku grinned back at her, his 
cocky smirk identical-though he didn’t know it-to the one Mina had been wearing just a few 
minutes ago at the bridge. 


Mina still didn’t say a word, though even she wasn’t entirely sure if that was because of her desire 
to avoid identifying herself or because of shock. How had he gotten here? 


Still smirking, Izuku didn’t even seem to need to know what expression Mina was wearing. He 
simply gave an elaborate shrug-the exact same one Mina had given him. 


So, a sassy one. Mina was almost impressed. ..though a sassy hero was still a hero, and Mina was 
most definitely in trouble. 


“So,” Izuku said casually. “Are you done running? Because I’m not here to arrest you.” 


Mina blinked in surprise, but still didn’t reply. Her eyes were fixed on the tunnel entrance that was 
just barely visible behind Izuku’s broad shoulders. If she could just find a way past him... 


Izuku raised his palms, trying to show he had no violent intentions. Whoever this was, they were 
very jumpy, and far too skilled for him to be certain he could keep up with them. If they pulled 
another trick on him, there was a good chance he’d be screwed. 


“T promise you, I don’t care if you were stealing from that vendor,” he told them. “I really don’t. 
That’s not why I’ve been looking for you.” 


Mina’s panic only grew. Atlas was looking for her? Specifically? How had he found out that she’d 
been the one to save his life? How had he found her so quickly? She had to get out of here. A 
desperate plan began to form in her head. She didn’t have any other choice. 


Izuku watched his savior’s body language carefully. It was nearly impossible to make out under the 
long, loose cloak, not to mention the mask. Hell, he wasn’t even sure what gender they were. 
Slowly, though, they seemed to calm down, gloved fists unclenching. Maybe this could work after 
all. 


Cautiously, doing his best not to spook them, Izuku began to take a step forward. He extended his 
arm in a peaceful gesture. He began, “Look, I just want to ask why you-” 


As Izuku began to walk forward, Mina struck. Whipping her arm out, she threw a sizable ball of 
weak, slippery acid that she’d been making in her palm-not at Izuku, but at the ground directly 
under his foot. She wanted to make sure he didn’t think it was an attack. That would only end 
badly for her-she’d be hunted down if she ever actually hurt the Number One Hero. Instead, the 
acid splashed into an ultra-slick pool directly under Izuku’s feet, just as he took a step. The sudden 
loss of traction made him wobble, fighting to maintain his balance. 


In the sudden moment of weakness, Mina charged forwards. She pitched forwards just a few feet 
from the shocked, toppling hero. Her hands met cold stone, and she flipped into the air, getting just 
enough height and momentum to avoid slamming into Izuku by inches. 


For a moment, time seemed to slow to a crawl. Mina’s front flip brought her face impossibly close 
to Izuku’s; she could see every detail of the surprise on his face. It was guileless, honest shock, 
too; he truly hadn’t expected her to strike like that. His deep green eyes held confusion and stunned 
disbelief. Neither expression was unfamiliar to Mina...so why couldn’t she look away? 


Izuku, for his part, felt transfixed in that stretched-out fragment of a moment, by one thing only. He 
stared into golden eyes so vivid they were like molten metal; they were all he could see of his 
savior that wasn’t covered by dark cloth. He couldn’t be sure what emotion they bore, not when he 
couldn’t see anything of their face, but it didn’t matter. He couldn’t stop staring into them; they 
were the most gorgeous thing he’d ever seen. 


“What’s happening to me?” Izuku wondered, even as he lost his war with gravity and went 
plummeting to the ground. The frozen second ended; Izuku struck the stone with a grunt, and Mina 
completed her somersault, finding her feet again. She was instantly running, vanishing into the 
tunnel without ever looking back. 


Izuku fought his way onto his feet again in moments, and he went sprinting for the entrance, 
determined to follow his savior. “Wait!” he called out, desperate. 


But it was too late. Izuku heard a rumbling, groaning sound; a moment later, he realized what it 
was when, just ahead of him, countless tons of rock crumbled down from the ceiling. 


Mina had melted through the first set of supports she’d found and collapsed the tunnel. 


Izuku threw himself backwards, easily avoiding the cave-in; he didn’t even get a scratch. It didn’t 
matter. He’d failed. 


He pulled himself out of the tunnel, which was too cramped for him to stand up fully in. Drawing 
himself up to his full height, he finally became aware of the beeping in his earpiece that meant 
someone was trying to talk to him. He hit a button, and Ejiro’s worried voice asked, “Hey, buddy, 
what’s going on? You okay?” 


“Y-yeah, I’m fine,” Izuku replied shakily. What was wrong with him? He wasn’t hurt, not even 
close. No, it was the memory of those golden eyes doing this to him. Why? 


“Did you get them?” Ejiro asked, and Izuku’s heart twinged at the total faith he heard in his best 
friend’s voice. 


Izuku took a deep breath. 


“No,” he admitted, his voice frustrated and shocked and a tiny bit wistful. “No, I didn’t. They got 
away.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Next time, Izuku and Ejiro don't give up the chase. 
See you then! 
Discord server: https://discord.gg/rPnRUFt 


Shatterpoint 


Chapter Summary 


Izuku takes a risk. 
Mina is out of options. 
A single moment can change everything, if you let it. 


Chapter Notes 


This chapter was really hard to figure out...until I said "fuck it" and cut out a scene I 
didn't like. Then, it literally got itself written in a couple hours. Go figure. 

After six chapters, our two main characters have finally decided to actually fucking 
interact! This counts as a slow burn for me, I guess. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Over the next week, Ejiro and Izuku devoted as much time as they could possibly get away with to 
the search. Day after day, they tracked their mysterious target through winding tunnels, dark 
galleries, and packed, chaotic streets. Each time, they got within striking distance, led right to their 
quarry by Bloodhound’s quirk...and each time, the cloaked figure slipped away, somehow. They 
didn’t even know how it kept happening; the figure moved like nothing they’d ever seen. Walls 
were springboards, pillars footholds, sheer cliffs no obstacle at all. Their quarry flowed over 
obstacles Ejiro had no hope of surmounting-and that Izuku could barely surmount-with the kind of 
practiced ease that spoke of a lifetime to master their quirk. 


Speaking of that quirk, not even Izuku’s legendary analysis capabilities knew what to make of it. 
He’d seen it in action up close... very close, in fact. But all that had told him was that it was 
somehow acid-based. To be able to use that acid in such a potency and at such a speed as to be able 
to literally melt handholds into surfaces upon touching them...it was a level of mastery that two of 
the greatest heroes in Japan could only shake their heads in awe at. 


Ejiro and Izuku knew damn well that they were lucky their target appeared to be utterly nonviolent. 
Even when cornered, they never attacked directly, though neither Izuku nor Ejiro could be sure 
why. Hell, even Ejiro had, upon inspecting handholds the fugitive had melted into the wall of a 
building, admitted that Unbreakable might not hold up under acid that potent forever. And yet, 
even though the fugitive could use it offensively, they never seemed to. Was it a drawback of their 
quirk? Did they want to avoid the dangers of a straight-up fight with a hero? Was it possible that 
they were still trying to keep Izuku unharmed for some reason? 


Whatever the answer was, Izuku doubted that he would get it. After a week of constant daily 
chasing through every level of the Underground, the identity of his savior seemed further away 
than ever. The dark cloak they wore seemed to taunt him with it, teasing the truth and never letting 
him know it. 


The next morning, Izuku and Ejiro were in low spirits. As they prepared for their eighth straight 


day of tracking, Izuku sat slumped over in the break room, staring at a mug of coffee as if it had 
personally offended him. 


“What’s wrong?” Ejiro asked him, slipping into his own seat across from his best friend. 
It took surprisingly long for Izuku to rouse himself enough to respond, “I...I don’t know.” 


Ejiro raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know?” he repeated. “Okay, then. If this is about the fact that 
your savior is apparently a criminal-” 


“T don’t care about that,” Izuku interrupted. “Half the people down here are breaking some law or 
another. You and I both know that you have to have a little more nuance than that.” 


Ejiro nodded, conceding the point. Neither of them were naive, not after years in the murky world 
of the Underground, where morality and legality were often far from identical. They couldn’t just 
arrest people willy-nilly, and prioritization was a survival skill down here. Besides, both of them 
knew, on some level, that arresting people who were just trying to survive wasn’t what they had 
become heroes to do. Sometimes they had no choice, but still, they tried to focus on the actual 
villains who posed a threat to innocent people. 


Izuku rolled his head back, staring at the featureless ceiling. Ejiro sat there, arms folded as he 
waited for his friend to speak again. 


When Izuku finally did, his voice was bitter and deep as he muttered, “I just don’t get it. I don’t get 
why they keep running away from us. All I want to do is thank them, and learn who they are.” 


Ejiro shrugged. “Maybe they just don’t want to be found,” he suggested. “We know they’re a thief 
of some kind, I doubt they want to sit down for a nice chat with the Number One Hero.” 


Izuku frowned. “Then why did they save my life?” he asked pointedly. “AII they had to do was just 
walk away, and I’d be dead.” 


Looking troubled, Ejiro didn’t reply; he didn’t like to admit to himself just how close Izuku had 
come to death. It was proof of the fact that bad luck and just one or two mistakes could take down 
even the greatest hero in Japan. Confronting mortality was always unnerving, no matter how well 
Izuku seemed to be handling it. 


In the silence, Izuku picked up the scrap of cloth they’d been using to track his savior from where 
it had been lying on the table. Instantly, he felt the now-familiar tug in his gut; it pulled him 
downwards, spoke to him somewhere deep in his head where he couldn’t answer, telling him that 
he was far, far away from where he needed to be. His thumb rubbed over the rough fabric 
plaintively, his expression lost in thought. A pair of eyes shone in his mind’s eye; soft yellow, 
maybe gold, wide and shocked and afraid behind a black mask. Izuku found himself wondering 
what those eyes would look like when their owner smiled, when they laughed. It must be 
breathtaking. 


Gently, as if to himself, Izuku muttered, “I just want to know why a petty thief decided to save my 
life.” 


Ejiro snorted softly. “And J want to know how the hell that petty thief is able to run on fucking 
walls better than any pro I’ve ever seen,” he added. “Just imagine what they could be capable of, if 
they had proper training.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow as he met his friend’s gaze. “You mean as a hero?” he asked. 


Ejiro shrugged yet again, leaning back in his chair as he replied, “Maybe. They could be a way 
higher-profile villain with skills like that, though. With a quirk that strong, they could break into 
any building, steal any treasure, escape any trap. And yet, here they are, stealing food from street 
vendors. I gotta admit, I don’t get it.” 


Izuku shook his head helplessly. “I don’t either,” he admitted. “But there’s a/ot about this situation 
I don’t get.” 


Pushing aside his still-full coffee cup, Izuku rose from his chair, starting to pace back and forth in 
the tiny room. “Isn’t it funny?” he snorted, his tone suggesting that he didn’t find it very funny. 
“T’m the youngest Number One ever, the greatest hero in Japan...and one little mistake has me 
feeling like that useless little boy all over again.” 


“That wasn’t a “little mistake.” You almost died,” Ejiro interrupted, his voice strong and steady. “I 
feel like being a little shaken is understandable after that. And you aren’t useless. You never were.” 


Izuku let out a heavy sigh, raising his head and giving his childhood friend a grateful look. “You 
really do like pulling me out of my funks, don’t you?” he said fondly. 


Ejiro grinned. “Somebody has to,” he replied casually, draining the remainder of his coffee in a 
single gulp. 


Rising to his feet, Ejiro bared his sharp, jagged teeth eagerly. “Now then, what’s the plan this 
time?” he asked. 


Izuku sighed, his eyes downcast. “I don’t know,” he admitted softly. “We can’t just keep banging 
our head against this wall while expecting different results. This person is faster than us, and more 
familiar with the Underground. They’! outrun us every time.” 


Ejiro frowned. “Well, don’t ask me for advice,” he replied. “I’m an expert at banging my head 
against walls. They usually break sooner or later.” 


Despite everything, Izuku found himself grinning. “Before or after your head does?” he asked 
teasingly, a chuckle escaping his lips at the affronted glare Ejiro shot him. 


“After, of course,” Ejiro replied indignantly. “Why do you think my skull’s so thick?” 


Izuku shook his head, groaning good-naturedly. “My guess is still your natural stubbornness,” he 
replied. Ejiro answered with a grin of his own. 


Walking back over to the table, Izuku picked up his own cup of coffee, which was only a few 
degrees above room temperature by now. He drank it anyway. Setting the empty mug down, he 
admitted, “I really have no idea what to do, though.” 


Ejiro shrugged. “Maybe you should ask the old man for advice,” he suggested. 


Izuku thought of Toshinori, somewhere many miles away on the surface. He weighed the idea for 
a while, but eventually decided against it. “Nah,” he decided. “There’s no point bothering him with 
this.” 


“Then what do you think?” Ejiro asked. 


Izuku stared down at the cloth in his hand again. His savior always turned and fled at the sight of 
them. He didn’t know why, but he had his suspicions. Heroes may have been loved by many, but 
he know perfectly well that in the Underground, there were those that considered him a tool of 


powerful surface-dwellers, a force that served more to control the Underground than to protect 
civilians. Some might even call him a fake; Hero Killer Stain’s ideas had found fertile soil down 
here, among the downtrodden, even though the man himself had been little more than a serial killer 
with delusions of grandeur. 


Suddenly, Izuku had an idea. The green and red costume he wore was instantly recognizable by 
nearly every citizen of Japan, the way All Might’s iconic red, blue, and yellow had been to Izuku’s 
generation. That costume was loved...but it was feared, too, by the kind of people his savior 
seemed to belong to. If he wanted answers, he had to be willing to throw away judgment, to forget 
his usual view that if someone feared him, they were usually right to. 


He knew what he had to do. 
Clenching the cloth in one fist, Izuku declared, “I’m going after them.” 


Ejiro grinned, skin turning to jagged rock along his forearms in anticipation. “You got it, buddy. 
I'll be right behind you, as soon as we get suited up,” he agreed. 


Izuku held up a hand, turning to face Ejiro. “No,” he interrupted, “I’m doing it alone. And I’m not 
wearing my costume to do it.” 


“You want to do plainclothes work?” Ejiro asked, clearly confused. “I don’t see how that’ ll help 
you catch them.” 


“Tm not going to catch them,” Izuku replied, taking a deep breath. “I’m not going as a hero, and 
I’m not treating our target as a villain to be chased down. I’m just...I’m just going to talk. That’s 
it.” 


Ejiro frowned. “You sure?” he asked in a concerned voice. “They might not have attacked us 
directly, but that doesn’t mean whoever saved you won’t lash out if they don’t think they have any 
other choice. It’s a big risk, especially if you’re going alone.” 


“T can take care of myself,” Izuku promised, turning once again. “Besides, they saved my life once. 
I don’t think they’ll hurt me.” 


Pursing his lips, Ejiro told him, “You and your stupid ideas that make too much sense for me to 
disagree with. Fine, go ahead, meet a known criminal in...wherever that damn rag takes you. I'll be 
there as backup as soon as I can if you call me.” 


It almost certainly wouldn’t be fast enough if things did go wrong, but Izuku didn’t care. He knew 
that he had to do this if he wanted his answers. He had to know what was going on, who had saved 
his life. 


Recognizing the look in Izuku’s eyes, Ejiro shook his head in resignation. “I swear, you have some 
weird obsessions,” he muttered. “This is why we need to get you a girlfriend, so you stop pulling 
stupid shit chasing down random criminals.” 


Izuku froze in his tracks, confusion making him spin back around to stare at his friend. ““What the 
hell does me getting a girlfriend have to do with this?” he demanded. 


Ejiro shrugged. “I’m just saying, the way / coped with losing our target seven days in a row was 
going on a hot date the other night,” he replied. “Yours was getting even more obsessed with 
chasing someone in a cloak and mask all over the Underground. I feel like mine’s slightly more 
healthy.” 


Izuku frowned at that. “I’m perfectly healthy, Ejiro,” he said. “And I didn’t know you had a date. 
How did it go?” 


Ejiro shrugged again. “Weellll, it was...it was a disaster, actually.” he answered sheepishly. “A 
complete and total flaming dumpster fire. Awful. But that’s beside the point.” 


Izuku just stared at his first, best friend, his expression somewhere between disbelief, shock, and 
head-shaking resignation. 


“T have no fucking clue what to make of you half the time,” he told Ejiro in a voice that sounded 
more admiring than it really should have been. 


“Thanks,” Ejiro laughed, before making a shooing motion with one hand. “Now, go on and get 
outta here! You have a needlessly risky and stupid meeting to go to!” 


Izuku rolled his eyes as he walked out of the room. He was a bundle of nerves and anticipation as 
he wondered what his savior would do. Before he could actually meet them, of course, he needed 
to find them... 


Izuku glanced at a map on the wall, depicting the Underground and some of the known illegal 
smuggler tunnels that crisscrossed the entire city. Even if he hadn’t been clutching the tracking 
cloth in one hand, he thought he knew where he needed to go. 


Stepping out the front door of the hero agency, he put his head down, heading for the edge of the 
level. He had places to be, and questions to ask. 


Mina slowly made her way through the dim, empty smuggler tunnels, clutching her stomach and 
biting back vile curses aimed at a certain green-haired hero each time hunger pangs gnawed at her. 


It had been a week since she’d managed to steal anything to eat. Her stomach was so empty, it felt 
like it was clenched into a fist inside her, and the growls were like a wild animal loose in her 
ribcage. Being this hungry was the worst feeling Mina could possibly imagine, and she’d 
experienced it far too many times. 


She’d been this hungry before, of course; bad luck and inexperience used to combine to make her 
life hell when it came to stealing enough to survive on. But she’d grown more successful, and 
she’d almost forgotten what it was like to be starving. Now, she was remembering, and hating 
every second of it. Breaking into her stockpile had helped, but she didn’t dare rely on it for more 
than one small meal a day, lest she drain it entirely. Anxiety whipped through her just from the 
thought. 


Just going without would have been bad enough, but Mina would have survived it. The real 
problem was that every single day, she’d gone out to steal more food, and been forced to burn 
ungodly amounts of energy in trying to escape Atlas and Red Riot, who had shown up, without 
fail, at every single location she’d visited. Between using her quirk and the exhausting maneuvers 
she’d been forced to pull-for exactly zero reward, mind you-Mina was starting to get really, really 
scared. 


The last time she’d been this hungry was...years ago. She’d been weak and pathetic then, cringing 
from the slightest danger, too scared to steal, and totally, utterly alone. The hunger threatened to 
send her back to that place, when desperation had made her stupid and rage had made her wild. 
Mina swore that she would never be that weak, ever again. 


As she slipped around a corner, headed towards one of the lower levels where she might be able to 


avoid heroes entirely, Mina was cursing Atlas with every breath she took and every hunger pang 
that tore through her. How the hell were he and Red Riot finding her so easily? What did they want 
with her? She saved his fucking life, and he repaid her by trying to hunt her down? Typical fucking 
hero. 


“This is what I get...for playing the good guy,” Mina thought bitterly to herself. “J wish I’d never 
saved that bastard.” 


Mina turned another corner, reaching a crossroads where two tunnels intersected, forming an “X.” 
Quickly scanning for danger, she began to continue onwards, towards the Underground. But in her 
desperation to keep moving, to hopefully find something to eat, she failed to notice the faintest 
glimmer of dim light off skin deep in one of the side tunnels. 


Suddenly, a male voice, all too familiar, said, “Excuse me-” 


Mina’s eyes snapped wide, and she whirled, spotting a tall, muscular man step into the faint glow 
of a light strip on the ceiling. Acting on the instinct learned by all Depths women for when a 
strange man emerged from the shadows in a place where there was no help coming, she slammed 
an adrenaline-fueled fist directly into his solar plexus. 


The man, seemingly not expecting a fight, was flung backwards into the wall of the tunnel, hitting 
the stone with a strangled gasp and the unmistakable whoosh of getting the breath knocked out of 
him. He sprawled on the ground, wheezing for air, and Mina turned to run, in full-on fight-or-flight 
mode. 


She’d barely made it a few steps down the tunnel when the man yelled, “Wait! I’m not here to hurt 
you!” 


Mina didn’t believe that in the fucking slightest, but she did turn before she’d even made it out of 
the intersection, and the sight in front of her sent her screeching to a halt in shock. She couldn’t 
fucking believe it. 


It was Atlas. 


The green hair and freckles. The unmistakable scars down his forearms. Sure, he was wearing 
jeans and a t-shirt instead of that iconic, feared costume, but even under those casual clothes his 
body was unmistakably herculean. It was him. 


The shock sent Mina stumbling, no longer running. In the sudden lull, Atlas slowly pushed himself 
to his feet, still gasping for breath. 


“Please,” he said, his voice filled with desperation that Mina hated herself for sympathizing with. 
“T just want to talk, that’s all. I won’t chase you, I promise.” 


He was lying. He had to be lying. Mina had saved his life, and he’d responded by hunting her 
down. There was no way she could trust him. Unless...unless he hadn’t been hunting her down. 
What if he’d actually been trying to talk to her this whole time? That was stupid-he’d been chasing 
her down in public, like she was just another villain to add to his tally... 


The Rift came back to her. He’d had her dead to rights, and he’d never even attacked. He could 
have blown her away with ease, but he hadn’t been ready for her to fight. 


Mina didn’t know why she stopped. Maybe she really believed him, though she couldn’t possibly 
think of why. Maybe it was the hunger and the adrenaline clouding her judgment, tricking her into 
making stupid decisions. Maybe she was just tired of running. 


Whatever the reason, she didn’t run. She remained poised to burst into motion, though she knew 
Atlas would be able to catch up if he wanted to. 


“Fine,” Mina thought, one moment of clarity among a thousand different raging emotions. “Jf this 
all goes wrong...at least they’ll feed me in jail.” 


Izuku staggered to his feet again, rising to his full height at the entrance to the tunnel intersection. 
It was almost entirely in shadow, with the only illumination coming from a dim light strip on the 
ceiling, casting the corners of the rough-hewn tunnel in shifting shades of brown and orange and 
black. He barely noticed it; his eyes were fixed on the figure who stood at the far end, a rough, 
heavy brown cloak obscuring every feature. Their back was turned; Izuku couldn’t tell what they 
were thinking, why they hadn’t run. 


“What do you want?” it asked; the figure’s voice was light, female, with traces of anger and 
irritation and fear. She didn’t trust him; he couldn’t blame her. Not many people down here trusted 
heroes, let alone ones who had chased them for days. 


Izuku took deep breaths, trying to get oxygen back into his lungs. Her sudden, instinctive punch 
had hit hard, knocking the wind out of his unprepared body. At last, he replied softly, “I ve been 
looking for you.” 


“T know that,” the woman snapped as she turned partway, one gloved hand resting on the wall of 
the tunnel, “‘you’ve been hunting me for a goddamn week. Why the fuck can’t you leave me 
alone?” 


“You saved my life!” Izuku said heatedly, “you expect me to...to just let that go? To not wonder 
why you did it?” 


“Yes!” she hissed, “go, run back to your glorious heroics, go keep fighting villains and being loved. 
Nobody gives a shit about what happened to you in a nameless alley. You... you can leave.” 


“Leave what?” Izuku asked, noticing the bitterness that crept into the woman’s voice. That voice 
was soft, pained, yet undeniably musical, as if even the darkness and dinginess of the underworld 
hadn’t quite been able to strip the beauty from this woman’s soul. 


She still didn’t look at him; her thick cloak hid her body language, and the hand against the tunnel 
wall was clenched into a tight fist. 


“Me,” she rasped, “what happened, this weird obsession with tracking me down. I didn’t save your 
life for...for whatever the fuck you came here to do, okay? I didn’t do it because it was the right 
thing to do, or because I’m heroic...or any of that shit. Just leave me alone.” 


“Then why did you do it?” Izuku asked, taking a cautious step forward, deeper into the tunnel. 


There was a pause, and Izuku got the distinct impression of a frown when the woman finally 
replied, “You...you didn’t deserve to die, that’s all.” 


Izuku took another step forward. “Who are you?” he asked softly, tilting his head, keeping his 
voice soft and steady like he was talking to an easily-spooked wild animal. 


The woman chuckled at that question; Izuku wasn’t sure what was so funny. 


“T’m nobody,” she said quietly, “always have been. Just another face in the crowd.” 


“Wearing that getup?” Izuku noted, eyeing her cloak and mask. 


To his surprise, the woman chuckled again. She retorted, “Trust me, I’d stand out more without it. 
Then again...maybe not. My kind are common down here.” 


Izuku frowned. “Your kind?” he repeated, “What’s that supposed to mean? What are you?” 


Suddenly, in a voice so venomous it seemed to scorch the very air, the woman snarled, “Stop right 
there.” 


Izuku was so stunned, he stopped advancing; he was less than ten paces away from her now. He 
noticed that the thick leather of her glove was starting to hiss and smoke, and he wondered just 
how dangerous this strange woman really was. 


The woman took a deep breath-Izuku could see the fabric of her heavy cloak rise and fall sharply- 
and told him, “You don’t want to know what I am. Go back to your nice, pretty life on the surface. 
Forget you were ever down here among the dregs. Forget you ever talked to me.” 


“T can’t,” Izuku whispered. 


Silence followed. The woman didn’t move, though she seemed to be shaking; Izuku could see the 
tremble in her shoulders, as if she was prepared to hunch to protect herself, or else lash out. 


Izuku repeated, “I can’t forget you. Ever since you saved me, I’ve been thinking of you. I just...I 
just want to see your face. I want to know who saved my life.” 


Once again, there was dead silence. Then, to Izuku’s shock, the woman laughed. It was a sound 
like shattering glass, like hate and rage and cruelty mixed together into an expression of pure 
amusement at the unfairness of the universe; it was a broken, angry sound, and it scared Izuku to 
his core. 


The woman clenched her fist, and Izuku saw the glove come apart, hissing and melting, dripping 
with...was that acid? She quickly drew her hand in, but Izuku’s eyes still went wide. 


Was...was her skin pink? The shadows made it hard to tell-maybe it was just a trick of the light. 


The woman kept laughing, and Izuku thought he heard tears in her voice. At last, she stood tall 
again, like a statue ready to be toppled, and snarled in the other direction, “Oh, you wanna see my 
face? Fine. Maybe then you’ll see why I’m not worth it.” 


With that, she threw back the head of her cloak, whirling to face him as she did. Izuku’s eyes went 
wide as she pulled off a black mask, revealing... 


Skin as pink as cherry blossoms. Messy, matted hair in the same shade, shaven close to the skin on 
the sides in an undercut. Curving, hooked yellow horns jutting from the top of her head, looking 
like the antennae of some otherworldly insect. A thin, angry red scar along one cheekbone, as if 
from the long-ago cut of a knife. And most shocking of all...those eyes. 


Her sclera were pure, pitch black, like staring into the empty, hostile void of space, devoid of light 
and life. But set in the center of that perfect dark were shimmering circles of brilliant, beautiful 
gold. They reflected light like the metal, shimmering with depths and glory Izuku couldn’t possibly 
name. They glowed, too, with anger and defiance and cringing acceptance, roaring with fury, 
pooling with tears. They cut through Izuku’s heart, ripped his soul to shreds and stitched it back 
together. They were the most incredible eyes he had ever seen. 


“T’m Mina Ashido,” this woman, this impossible, mutant, gorgeous woman, told him, “and ’'ma 
monster.” 
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Izuku was frozen in place, his thoughts screeching to a halt as he stared at the pink-skinned, horned 
woman who had saved his life. She glared back at him, fire in her eyes. 


“She’s gorgeous,” Izuku thought, through a haze of shock he didn’t know the origin of. 


Izuku liked to think that he wasn’t so shallow as to notice someone’s appearance above the rest of 
them. But this woman made it impossible for him to notice anything else. She demanded attention, 
pink skin and golden eyes and curved horns drawing eyes in until you couldn’t look away. Even if 
she’d looked totally normal, there was something about the shape of her face, the set of her eyes, 
the way a few stray curls of hair spilled forwards over her forehead that made her beautiful-or 
perhaps regal was a better word. This woman shouldn’t have been gorgeous-her face was scarred 
and dirty, her cheeks too sallow, her hair roughly shorn close to her head. And yet, she was, if only 
to Izuku. Perhaps it was the uniqueness of her face that did it; staring into those blazing eyes, 
seeing challenge on every line of her too-thin face, Izuku somehow knew that there was nobody 
else on Earth who looked like this, nobody else with eyes like burning suns at midnight. There was 
something else prickling in the back of his mind, something that was on edge, but he couldn’t 
reach it, and buried it as far as he could in the depths of his consciousness. 


Izuku’s breath was slow in coming back to his lungs; for a long moment, he didn’t respond to 
Mina’s last statement, too stunned by the fury on her face. 


Still deep in the grip of the rage that had blown away every self-preservation instinct screaming for 
her to turn tail and run, Mina took a single, threatening step forwards. Her body shook, though she 
didn’t know if it was from anger or fear. 


“What’s wrong, hero?” she snarled, voice bitter and deadly cold. “Am I too scary for you to even 
look at?” 


“That’s not the problem,” Izuku thought to himself as he snapped from his reverie, only to find 
he’d forgotten how to speak. “It’s the exact opposite of my problem.” 


Seeing that Izuku was still trying to stammer out a response, Mina just shook her head, snorting 
humorlessly. She asked, “What, is it really that hard for your fragile little ego to accept the fact that 
you got saved by a monster?” 


Mina’s heart twinged again, as it did every time she heard that word aimed at her-even when she 
did it to herself. She’d heard it so many times, from so many people and so many places, she 
couldn’t even recall the first time it had happened anymore. It always burned so badly, but she’d 
known for her entire life that she couldn’t argue against it. It was true, after all. It caused rebellions 
in her heart every time she thought that, but she was just too tired, too exhausted, too hungry to care 
anymore. Let abovegrounders call her what they wanted to. She just wanted to survive. 


Then, Izuku finally found his words. Shaking his head, he stammered, “Y-you’re not a monster.” 


Mina frowned. Ignoring the part of her that felt odd at being apologized to like that for the first 
time she could remember, she replied, “Cut the shit, hero. I know what I am, you know what I am. 
Don’t lie about what you think of me.” 


Izuku raised his head, and Mina saw his eyes up close for the first ttme. They were like deep green 
pools, ringing with expressive emotion, with not an ounce of guile or dishonesty. Mina was 
instantly on her guard, watching suspiciously, waiting. Those eyes were too open and free for the 
Number One Hero. He was up to something, he had to be. 


Izuku paused for a moment, thinking through his responses, wondering how this had gotten so 
heated so quickly. At last, he softly said, “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I swear I 
don’t think you’re a monster. Can we try this again?” 


Mina’s eyes narrowed. Her voice still scathing, she replied, “What is there to try again at? I don’t 
want to talk to you.” 


Izuku didn’t even flinch, though his heart stung for reasons he couldn’t quite place. He said, “T 
just...you saved me. Why can’t I want to know who I owe my life to better?” 


Mina scowled at him. “Are you a fucking broken record or something?” she asked. “I already told 
you, I don’t care what you want. There’s nothing to know, anyway. Like I said, I didn’t save your 
life for...for any good reason, really.” 


For the first time, Mina broke eye contact with Izuku, looking away as if she was suddenly 
uncertain. 


As her rage faltered, Izuku grew curious. “Then why did you save me?” he prompted. 


Mina leaned against the tunnel wall. Her body language grew heavy, her expression looking tired 
and weaker now that the light of rage was draining from her eyes. “I...I don’t know,” she admitted. 
“T.. like I said, you didn’t deserve to die. I don’t know how to explain it any better than that.” 


Izuku nodded softly, knowing that he didn’t dare risk pushing any further, at least right now. 


Mina lay against the wall for a moment, fighting off a wave of exhaustion. Damn it, she didn’t 
have enough energy for this. When it passed, she laid eyes on Izuku standing there, his eyes deep 
pools of sympathy and understanding, and it set her off all over again. How dare this 
abovegrounder look at her like that, like he actually gave a damn. Mina knew that that was a lie. 
Nobody gave a damn about her. They hadn’t for years. 


Rousing herself, Mina snapped, “Go away, dammit. You chased me across the whole fucking city 
just to ask me a stupid question. Well, you got the answer, now leave me alone.” 


Izuku saw the hatred in her eyes, and wondered how he was still alive. The way Mina’s golden 
eyes burned when she looked at him, he half expected to be turned to ash by their light. 


“What did I do?” he asked softly. “To make you hate me so much?” 


Mina grimaced as her empty stomach rumbled aggressively. She hissed, “Where do I start? For one 
thing, you’re a hero. The hero, in fact. Everyone in the Depths knows who you are. And they all 
hate you.” 


Even though he had already known that, to an extent at least, having it confirmed still stung for 
Izuku. He didn’t like the thought of people hating him for the same reasons so many loved him. It 
was tempting to just dismiss them all as criminals and villains who hated him for stopping their 
attempts to hurt and steal from others...but then, wouldn’t that put the woman in front of him in the 
same category? 


“But even if I wasn’t raised hating you for all the shit you’ ve done to us,” Mina continued, her 
voice low and vicious, “you and your fucking spiky friend are making me starve.” 


She went to speak again, but was cut off by a grunt as her stomach twinged again, her head starting 
to swim from exhaustion and lack of food. She slumped further down the wall, and when she 
forced her eyes open again, she found Izuku kneeling over her, green eyes shimmering in worry. 


Why was she telling him all this? Why was she even still talking to the damn hero? Mina didn’t 
know. She was tired, and starving, and at the absolute end of her rope, and all of those things were 
impacting her judgment. But even so, she wasn’t stupid. 


It was the eyes, she decided in her semi-aware haze where she couldn’t be bothered to care 
anymore. Atlas wasn’t wearing his costume, and if she hadn’t seen his hair and eyes, she would 
never have recognized this young man wearing jeans and a t-shirt as the most famous and feared 
hero in Japan. Those eyes...they were too expressive, too open and honest to belong to the kind of 
man Mina thought that the Number One Hero would have to be. She’d expected Atlas to be a cold, 
calculating celebrity as much as a hero, ruthless and uncaring of who he hurt, someone obsessed 
with the spotlight and appearances above all else. Instead...instead he was something different, 
something she wasn’t quite sure what to make of yet. 


At last, Izuku’s words cut through the fog in Mina’s mind. “Ashido, what’s wrong?” he demanded, 
his voice clearly concerned and worried. “Are you okay?” 


Mina’s eyes refocused, and she shook her head clear of fog. Damn, she was in worse shape than 
she’d thought if she was losing focus this hard. Glaring up at Izuku, she snarled, “No, ’m not 
okay! I’m fucking starving to death, because of you!” 


Izuku flinched. “What do you mean, because of me?” he asked. 


Mina tried to pull herself to her feet, but found she didn’t have the strength. Instead, she leaned her 
head back against the wall and snapped, “You and Red Riot have been hunting me for a week. I 
haven’t been able to eat in days because of you guys. Every time I have to run from you without 
getting anything to show for it, I burn shitloads of energy and have no way to get it back. My 
reward for a good deed is getting slowly starved to death.” 


Izuku seemed to shrink in on himself as Mina snorted bitterly. Weakly, he said, “We weren’t 
chasing you. You didn’t have to run. We just wanted to-” 


“To talk?” Mina finished, her voice dripping with harsh sarcasm. “Yeah, because I would see two 


of the top heroes in the country charging towards me, a thief; and think “Oh, they must be here for 
a nice friendly conversation!” 


Izuku flinched again. “Yeah, I realized that eventually,” he muttered. “Sorry.” 


Mina glared at him hatefully. “Sorry isn’t good enough,” she snapped. “I don’t care if you feel bad. 
I honestly don’t even care if you decide to haul me off to jail after this. One way or another, you’ ve 
doomed me.” 


Izuku hung his head, and didn’t respond for a second. Mina honestly didn’t care what he was 
doing, but she hoped he at least felt guilty. Maybe she could take some small amount of savage 
pleasure in it. 


Then Izuku’s eyes snapped open wide again, and he said, “Wait, I know how to make it up to you!” 


He held his hand out to Mina, who stared at it suspiciously. “Come with me,” he urged her. She 
just kept glaring at him. 


“T’m not going anywhere with you,” she replied flatly. “No way in hell.” 


Izuku seemed utterly untouched by her rejection. “I promise I’m not tricking you or trying to hurt 
you,” he told her, his voice suddenly full of hope. “I just want to make up for what I did to you. 
Come on, Ill help you find something to eat, alright?” 


Mina felt shock and a little bit of hope flare up in her chest, but she kept them tightly leashed, 
forcing herself to stay strong. “I don’t want your help, or your charity,” she snapped. She was being 
stupid, and she knew it-this was an offer that was the closest thing she could imagine to a miracle. 
She had a chance, if she followed him. But distrust and suspicion held her back, as did her fear. She 
was not going to be in anyone’s debt, especially not the Number One Hero. 


“This isn’t charity,” Izuku replied, his voice steady, his hand still extended towards her. “This is 
me fixing my mistake. And besides, I owe you a whole lot more than some food.” 


Mina held his gaze for a long moment, studying those honest, shining green eyes. Every instinct in 
her body screamed at her, telling her it was a trap. But something inside her whispered back that 
she had no other choice, that she was being offered hope for the first time in years...and that 
maybe she could trust this hero, if only for a little while. 


At last, Mina sighed. “Fine,” she said. She reached up with the remnants of her strength, and took 
Izuku’s hand. Pink fingers interlaced with scarred, twisted ones, and Izuku pulled her up like she 
weighed nothing at all. 


Mina immediately let go of Izuku’s hand as soon as she’d staggered to her feet. Izuku went to 
support her as she wobbled, but she snapped, “Don’t touch me.” 


Izuku stopped, and began to walk out of the tunnel with Mina following on unsteady legs. Gritting 
her teeth, Mina desperately prayed that she hadn’t made a terrible mistake. 


Soon, there was no sign they’d ever been in the dim, cramped tunnel. 


It took them less than twenty minutes to find a place that wouldn’t ask questions. A small, cramped 
sandwich shop on the sixth level wasn’t the kind of place Izuku would normally go, but hey, it was 
clean, and the owner didn’t seem to care that someone in a dark mask and full-body cloak was 
lurking next to Izuku as he ordered. 


Figuring that he might as well go big or go home, Izuku ended up ordering one of every kind of 
sandwich the place offered, and walked out of the front door with two enormous bags hanging from 
his arms. Mina, nearly unrecognizable in her mask and cloak, gestured at a nearby rooftop with her 
head, and Izuku nodded. He watched in surprise as Mina-who he now knew to be malnourished 
and barely able to walk-scaled the side of the building as smoothly and naturally as if she had been 
on a casual Sunday stroll. 


Izuku could only shake his head at the level of talent and expertise she was displaying. It was a 
pure miracle he had managed to flag her down in a narrow, confined space. If she’d bolted in an 
open cavern, he’d never be able to catch her. Quite frankly, he doubted that any hero could. She 
was just too fast, too good at spotting and planning her routes even as she took them, and knew the 
Underground too well. It would have been like trying to catch a ghost. A gorgeous, pink-skinned 
ghost who seemed to hate his guts. 


Pushing aside his strange attraction to a mutant thief, Izuku slipped into an alley behind the 
building Mina had scaled, and bent his legs ever so slightly. With the tiniest of bunny hops, he 
leaped straight up the wall of the five-story building, landing on the roof and making his way to 
where Mina sat on the far edge, legs dangling over the edge as she stared out at the city. 


Izuku sat down beside her, setting the bags down and offering them to Mina without a word. 
Equally silently, she nodded in what might have been thanks, ripped the first bag open, and tore 
into the sandwiches like a predator into an animal carcass. 


Mina ate so fast and furiously, Izuku started to worry that she was going to choke. He couldn’t 
blame her, of course-she’d said she hadn’t had a decent meal in a week, after all. Izuku hadn’t 
grown up wealthy in the slightest, but he’d always had food available, and for the first time, he 
found himself wondering just how lucky he’d been. Mutants may have been the most hated and 
feared group in Japan, but the quirkless... 


“There but for the grace of God goes I,” Izuku thought to himself, recalling a fragment of some 
book or other he’d read long ago. Pushing away memories he’d long since outgrown, he continued 
watching the woman who’d saved his life as she polished off her second sandwich and immediately 
began tearing open a third. 


Strangely, Izuku found himself recalling his old classmate, Yaoyorozu...Creati, now, he supposed. 
It had always been an odd experience, watching the refined, ladylike woman pig out on carbs 
before, during, and after any battle or exercise. She discarded all pretenses in favor of getting as 
much food into her mouth as humanly possible, which was smart of her in order to use her quirk 
efficiently, of course, but did nothing for the onlookers who could watch Yaoyorozu go from 
delicately explaining some mathematical formula to Kaminari to inhaling an entire plate of donuts 
in five seconds. 


After her fourth or fifth sandwich, Mina began to slow down noticeably. At first, IZzuku wondered 
if she was full. Then, between bites, Mina noticed him staring at her curiously. Swallowing a 
mouthful of bread and meat, she curtly explained, “I know better than to eat too much too quick 
after starving like that. That’s how you start throwing everything back up again...if you’re lucky.” 


Izuku nodded. That made sense. He asked, “Do you think this is enough? I can get more, if you 
want.” 


Mina waved him off. “No, this is plenty,” she assured him. 


She paused for a second, seeming to hesitate. At last, she added, “Thank you. I...honestly didn’t 
think you meant what you said about making up for accidentally starving me.” 


Izuku smiled gently. “Of course I meant it,” he replied, “Do you think I would find out I'd hurt you 
like that and then not try to fix things?” 


“Most people don’t,” Mina muttered under her breath, just softly enough for Izuku to not hear her 
clearly. He looked at her strangely, but she either didn’t notice or didn’t feel the need to elaborate. 
She went right back to devouring her sandwich, soon emptying the entire first bag. 


She reached for the second, then paused. “Do...you plan on eating any of these?” she asked 
awkwardly. 


Izuku had, kind of, he guessed. But he could see that Mina was still really hungry, and her eyes 
were filled with longing as she stared at the second bag of sandwiches. 


Izuku shrugged, and told her, “No, I didn’t. You can have them all.” 


Mina nodded, and promptly ripped open the bag, pulling out yet another sandwich and taking a 
massive bite out of it. 


Izuku found himself drifting back into his thoughts. Idly, he mused, “Does this feel...surreal to 
you?” 


Mina paused mid-bite to stare at him, raising one eyebrow. “Nah,” she replied. “Top heroes chase 
me across the entire city and then buy me lunch all the time.” 


Izuku snorted at the sarcastic quip. With a shrug, Mina continued, “Of course this feels weird as 
fuck, Atlas. I’m still expecting you to arrest me and cart me off to jail, if I’m being honest.” 


“T’m not going to,” Izuku promised her. 


“But why?” Mina pressed, her face suddenly serious. “Why not? You know I’m a thief, and a 
mutant to boot.” 


Izuku found himself staring into her eyes again as he tried to decide how to answer that question. 
She’d taken her mask off again to eat, and he couldn’t help but be drawn to the scar that lay along 
her right cheek, barely an inch below her eye. It was reddish-purple against her pink skin, an odd 
color that must have been the result of her mutations. Thin and sharp, it looked like something had 
slashed her along the face, perhaps aiming for her eye, and it was old. Izuku was something of an 
expert on scars, and how they aged-the twisted, jagged marks along his broken fingers had faded 
some, but they would always be there, a reminder of just how far he was willing to go to save 
others, a scar he wore with pride. Mina’s scar looked as if it had faded just about the same amount 
that Izuku’s fingers had-so it had to be nearly the same age, nearly a decade old, now. And judging 
by the way she tended to present it as angrily and aggressively as she did the rest of her impossible, 
unique face, she wasn’t ashamed of it, either. Maybe she wasn’t proud of it the same way Izuku 
was proud of his own, but neither did she shy away from it. 


“Odd,” Izuku thought to himself, “How out of all the things I could look at, I focus on the one 
thing that isn’t unique to her.” 


Realizing that he still hadn’t answered Mina’s question, Izuku forced himself out of his thoughts. 
Quickly gathering himself, he replied, “Being a hero means stopping villains and criminals from 
hurting people. But, well...you steal to survive. Who are you hurting?” 


Mina looked surprised, then chuckled, “I mean, if you ask me, I ain’t hurting anybody. Who gives 
a shit if a few businessmen lose a couple apples and some bread? They’ll live. If I don’t steal, I 
won't.” 


“T agree,” Izuku told her. Mina’s eyes widened in surprise. 


Izuku leaned forwards, sighing as he stared out over the sixth level. This far down, there were no 
grand vistas to look out over, just endless rows of close-clustered homes of rock and earth, like the 
brownstones of New York City, only far less impressive or desirable. These were simple, plain 
homes for simple, plain people, the lower-level workers who kept the Underground running and 
the economy of the upper levels churning. Levels five, six, and seven were much like this one- 
more low-to-middle-end residential neighborhoods than grand cavern cities. Level eight was 
different-far smaller than any of the others, it contained most of the industry and infrastructure that 
made the Underground livable. Almost nobody lived down there, for the dual reasons that nobody 
liked being near power plants or water filtration plants, and because the level was full of illicit 
paths down into the Depths themselves, the vast shadow city no hero ever entered. 


Izuku said, “I became a hero to help people. Not businesses, not as much. Sure, if I’m in the area, 
I'll stop thieves and protect property-that’s as important to people’s survival as ever. But it isn’t the 
most important part of heroics. And I always try to remember that people become villains for as 
many different reasons as they become heroes. Beyond that...there’s something my old mentor 
used to tell me.” 


“What’s that?” Mina asked curiously. She found herself actually impressed with Atlas, ever so 
slightly. Sure, he still hurt and arrested far too many people like her...but maybe there was a little 
bit of hope with him, more than any of the other heroes down here, at least. 


Izuku’s eyes grew distant, as he recalled All Might’s bright blue eyes searing into him. 


“Anyone can beat up a villain to save innocent lives,” he said, echoing long-ago words on a 
golden-lit beach, words that he always tried to follow like gospel. “A true hero tries their damndest 
to save the villain, too.” 


For a long moment, the rooftop was silent. Izuku stared off into the endless cavern in quiet 
reverence, while Mina seemed lost deep in her own thoughts. She was staring at Izuku as if he was 
a puzzle she had no clue how to solve. 


At last, she informed him, “You are the strangest abovegrounder I’ ve ever met.” 
Izuku snorted, but asked curiously, “What do you mean, abovegrounder?” 


Mina grinned as he looked at her, confused. “I mean an abovegrounder,” she retorted. “It’s a 
Depths word, it means someone like you. The people who don’t live down here, and especially the 
ones who try and come down here to tell us what to do anyway.” 


Izuku frowned. “You make it sound like an insult,” he said. 
Mina nodded. “That’s because it is an insult,” she agreed. “I’m insulting you. Deal with it.” 


Izuku looked mildly affronted, though he had years of friendly insults from Ejiro to thicken his 
skin. He just chuckled, “I suppose I'll just have to take strange as a compliment, then. To even 
things out.” 


Mina looked at him oddly, then raised an eyebrow in amusement. “Stupid abovegrounder,” she 
chided him. “Can’t even sit there and be insulted properly.” 


Izuku let out a deep sigh as Mina went right back to eating. She was almost done with the second 
bag of sandwiches by now. Soon, she’d probably leave again. 


That moment came all too soon. Swallowing heavily, Mina tossed aside the final wrapper, 
clambering to her feet as she stretched. “I feel better already,” she announced. “Thank you, Atlas. I 
owe you one.” 


“You don’t owe me anything,” Izuku replied. “If anything, I still owe you for saving my life. And 
please, call me Izuku.” 


Mina glanced at him, and Izuku mentally kicked himself. He hadn’t meant to say that. It had just 
sort of...slipped out, when he realized just how weird it sounded, having Mina call him Atlas. 


“Tzuku, eh?” Mina replied. “That your real name?” 


Figuring he might as well go all in on it-his name wasn’t exactly secret, though he did have a habit 
of not making it common knowledge-Izuku simply nodded. “One of them,” he confirmed. 


Mina looked thoughtful. “Fair enough,” she replied. “Calling you Atlas was getting kinda old 
anyway. I guess you can call me Mina, then. Not like anyone uses my family name anyway. Kinda 
pointless when you don’t have a family.” 


Izuku flinched a little, even as a strange undercurrent of satisfaction ran through him. Cautiously, 
he began, “What do you mean, you don’t have a family?” 


Scowling as if troubled by a memory, Mina replied, “I mean that I don’t have a family...well, not 
anymore.” 


Ignoring the questions that once again cropped up after such a vague statement, Izuku gently said, 
“You know, I’d be happy to help you more. If there’s anything you need-” 


“Okay, stop,” Mina demanded. When Izuku did, she told him, “Look, no offense, but as much as I 
appreciate you giving me food, I’d literally rather live in a cave-which I do-than accept more help 
from you. I am not gonna put myself in your debt, or let you control what I do. As far as ?m 
concerned, if we never see each other again, then I’Il be happy.” 


That stung, though Izuku could understand why Mina felt that way. Still, he felt compelled to point 
out, “We keep running into each other, though, so...what then?” 


Mina paused, narrowing her eyes at him. “You say that like you’re planning to track me,” she 
accused. 


Izuku hesitated, thinking of the scrap of cloth still in his pocket. As far as he knew, it would keep 
working forever, leading him straight to Mina, wherever she tried to hide. Bloodhound’s quirk was 
just too strong, and even though he wanted to respect Mina’s desire not to see him again, he 
couldn’t imagine she would feel comfortable with something like that hanging over her head. And 
for some reason, he cared what she thought of him, more than he cared about anyone else. What 
was wrong with him. 


“T’m not, but there’s something you should know,” he admitted. Mina whirled back around to face 
him, no longer starting to walk away. 


“What is it?” she asked suspiciously. 


Izuku shrugged weakly as he drew the cloth out of his pocket. “I don’t plan on following you 
again, not if you don’t want me to,” he admitted, “But...well, this is how we found you every day 
for the past week.” 


Mina took a step closer, her eyes wide as one of her lingering questions was finally answered. 
“That...that’s a piece of my cloak,” she realized, eyes briefly flitting over to the ragged edge of the 
garment, noticing a new chunk missing that she hadn’t spotted until now. “How did you-wait. In 
the alley, after I saved you. Red Riot, he-” 


Izuku nodded. “He tore off a piece when you got away from him,” he confirmed. “Then we took it 
to another hero who has a tracking quirk. It’s led us right to you...and as far as I know, itll keep 
working.” 


Panic flooded Mina’s veins. Reaching her hand out, she demanded, “ Give it to me.” 


Izuku hesitated, torn between the smart thing to do-keeping it-and the moral thing to do. Mina had 
been clear that she didn’t trust him, and having something like this would almost certainly kill any 
chance of her ever trusting him. He’d always have power over her, always have a way to find her if 
he ever wanted to. She would forever be under the axe, waiting for it to fall. Who knew what she 
was capable of when she felt cornered like that? 


Her eyes cold to prevent the hot panic in her chest from showing, Mina repeated, “Give it to me, 
Izuku. Now.” 


Izuku looked up into Mina’s golden eyes, and saw the danger there. She was teetering on the edge 
of a cliff, and he knew which way she would fall if he didn’t give the cloth to her. He knew she 
might well disappear forever even if he did give it to her, leaving him with no hope of ever finding 
her. If he wanted to ever see his savior again, he only had one option. 


Izuku nodded, and offered the cloth up to her. Mina snatched it out of his hand so fast, he barely 
even saw her move. She held it in one hand, and Izuku couldn’t tear his eyes away from hers. They 
shimmered with gratitude, with relief, with anger and fear and a thousand other things he could 
never have identified. 


Mina let out a long, tense breath, and Izuku saw the fear drain out of her body. Then, she clenched 
her fist, and the hissing sound of acid scorching matter to nothing filled the air. 


With blazing eyes, Mina opened her hand again, and the scrap was gone, turned into nothing more 
than a puddle of steaming, hissing liquid that pooled on the stone roof. 


“There,” she said, her voice icy and hard. “Now, if we ever meet again, it’I] be on my terms. I'll 
decide to seek you out, or I'll decide that you’re someone I never want to see again. / make that 
choice, you hear me?” 


Izuku heard the trembles in her voice, and read the fear on her face. She was hiding it behind a 
wall of strength, a wall so breathtaking it took a moment for Izuku to gather his thoughts. At last, 
though, he said, “I understand.” 


Mina nodded, and turned to leave. She strode across the roof, reaching the lip. Her ragged cloak 
swished across the stone as she paused, turning back one last time. 


“Tzuku...” she said softly, the steel gone from her eyes and her voice. “Thanks again. For the 
food.” 


Izuku nodded gently. “Anytime,” he answered. 


Mina looked away once again, taking a deep breath and reaching down for her mask. As she lifted 
it up, preparing to hide herself once again, Izuku called out one last time. 


“Oh, and Mina...” he began, eyes and voice as kind as she’d ever seen him. 


“Yeah?” she asked softly. One last chance, she figured. They would probably never see each other 
again; it was probably best to get any last words out now. 


Izuku smiled at her, and Mina felt something in her heart thrash in its chains. 


“The offer still stands,” he told her. “If you need anything, anything at all, you find me, okay? I'll 
always be happy to help.” 


Mina nodded. She finally pulled the mask over her face, bringing her hood up, too. 
“T’ll keep that in mind,” she responded, her voice warmer than she expected it to be. 


Then, she jumped off the building, and disappeared back into the shadows. Izuku came to the edge 
to look for her, but she was already long gone. 


When she got home, she had a Jot of thinking to do. And maybe some screaming, too. 


By the time Izuku dragged himself back to the agency, it was nighttime-not that you could tell the 
difference down here, beyond a preprogrammed dimming of the enormous lighting systems 
mounted on the ceiling. Still, it didn’t need to be dark out for Izuku to feel the weariness in his 
bones. It wasn’t exactly physical exhaustion-he was familiar enough with that to know what he was 
feeling was something different. No, this was something that went deeper. He was emotionally 
exhausted. His soul felt strained, as if all the tension he’d been holding onto for the past week had 
suddenly just...disappeared. But he didn’t feel better, either. No, that tension had been replaced by 
something new, something that seemed to be growing into the space he hadn’t quite realized was 
empty. 


Tamping down the self-reflection for the moment, Izuku shouldered his way in the back door of 
the agency, slowly but steadily making his way towards the lounge. As soon as he eased his way 
into the softly lit room, he flopped onto the couch, groaning as his body finally began to relax. 


“Have a fun trip?” a familiar voice asked conversationally. Izuku rolled his head, shielding his eyes 
from the overhead light as he finally saw Ejiro sitting there, clearly waiting for him. 


Izuku raised an eyebrow, even as he internally scrambled to decide what he was going to tell his 
best friend. “Do I look like I had a fun trip?” he asked sarcastically. 


Ejiro grinned and replied, “You look like you had all the energy sucked out of you. So, maybe.” 
Izuku rolled his eyes. “I’m fine,” he replied. “Just...it’s been a long day.” 


“Tt has,” Ejiro agreed, his voice far more serious again. “I didn’t hear from you for hours. I 
honestly was starting to get worried.” 


Izuku winced. “Sorry about that,” he muttered guiltily. “I didn’t mean to concern you.” 


Ejiro shrugged. “I know,” he assured Izuku. “Call it a bad habit. So, did you manage to find your 
mysterious savior?” 


Izuku thought of Mina, all blazing eyes and fury and mystery, and his heart twinged at the thought 
that he might not see her again. What was wrong with him? 


“Yeah,” he muttered. “Yeah, I found them.” 


He didn’t want to keep things from Ejiro, he really didn’t. But he needed to sort things out in his 
own head first. He was pretty sure that having a nice lunch with a thief was...frowned upon, in the 
hero world. And forget about giving that thief the only means to track them down and letting them 
destroy it. If Ejiro asked about the cloth, Izuku figured he would just say that he lost it or 
something. Izuku didn’t like lying to his best friend...but he had to figure this stuff out by himself. 


“Did you manage to talk to them?” Ejiro prompted. Something was glimmering in his eyes, 
something that made Izuku nervous. He looked...smug, almost, as if he was seeing more than he 
was letting on. Izuku knew that Ejiro was as smart and observant as any top hero, and had known 
him since childhood to boot. Hiding things from him was hard. 


But he didn’t seem to question Izuku when he replied, “Yeah. It was...weird.” 
Ejiro instead told him, “Well, that’s good. Do you have your answers now?” 


“Yeah,” Izuku told him. What he didn’t say was that all he’d gotten from those answers was even 
more questions, questions he could only ask one person. 


Ejiro held Izuku’s gaze for a few more moments, as if searching for something. Then, he nodded, 
and asked, “Sounds good. I don’t suppose your mysterious savior happened to be a hot girl?” 


Izuku suddenly started to choke on air. What the hell? Had Ejiro somehow guessed it, or- 


“Or hey, could be a hot guy, too,” Ejiro continued with a shit-eating grin on his face. “Either way, 
I’m sure you don’t mind.” 


Izuku rolled his eyes. “Never change, buddy,” he told his friend. 
Ejiro bared sharp teeth. “I don’t plan to,” he replied. 


When Izuku had finally regained control of himself, he fell quiet again, lost in his own thoughts as 
he had been so often that day. They all circled around one person, though, with pink skin and an 
angry soul and eyes so brilliant they could outshine the sun. 


Izuku had a feeling he hadn’t seen the last of Mina Ashido. And the fact that he was excited about 
that scared him. 


Chapter End Notes 
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As one week passed, then two, Izuku found his thoughts of the pink-skinned thief in the cave 
fading, bit by bit. They were far from gone-just the memory of her eyes was still enough to steal his 
breath away-but he did manage to function without being constantly plagued with reminders of her. 
Mostly. 


Still, even as Izuku handled the neverending tide of chaos and danger that came with the territory 
of being a top hero, he found himself surrounded by things that he thought about differently, now 
that he’d come face-to-face with a mutant woman and seen the rage in her eyes-rage that had been 
aimed at him. 


After that day, whenever Izuku fought villains, he found himself wondering why they were 
committing crimes. He recognized the hate in their eyes, not as something unjustified or a product 
of something wrong with them...no, that was the same rage that was in Mina’s eyes. And what did 
that say about her? About the villains who seemed to share her hatred? 


What did it say about him? Izuku wasn’t sure. He hadn’t run into any other mutants since Mina- 
they weren't exactly common-but he found himself curious about what he would have done if he 
had. Did every person like her think that they were monsters? Were they right to? 


Izuku wasn’t stupid; he knew just how dangerous thoughts like that were, especially for the 
Number One Hero. Some villains may have had the same look on their faces as Mina-anger, 
mistrust, and more than a little fear-but not all. So very far from all. And Izuku knew that if he 
hesitated, if he had second thoughts or tried to go easy on any of those real monsters, the ones who 
went for him not because of desperation but because they simply enjoyed spilling blood, then they 
would kill him. The fight with Scorpio (and God did Izuku hate how he’d almost died to such a 
stupidly-named villain) had proved that much. Izuku was tough and strong, practically a force of 
nature...but that didn’t make him invincible. 


Still, Izuku couldn’t help his newfound hesitancy whenever he went up against the petty kinds of 
villains, the ones trying to steal a bit of food or pick someone’s pocket, and not just because many 


of them wore cloaks and masks for concealment, meaning he sometimes found himself wondering 
if it was Mina under there, or someone she knew. No, Izuku knew that he would still give it his all, 
but at the same time... 


His brain was a mess, a warzone of conflicting thoughts. His duty clashed against his experience, 
years of training brawled with inescapable evidence. He wasn’t doubting, not yet...but neither did 
he share his troubled thoughts with anyone, even Ejiro. 


After two weeks, Izuku’s worries were beginning to ease. It was getting simpler and less troubling 
to stop petty criminals, he was still at the top of his game, and he’d finally fully recovered from his 
near-death encounter with Scorpio. Maybe he’d never see Mina again. Maybe his memories of her 
would be that one day on a rooftop and in a tunnel in the bowels of the Underground. Maybe the 
legacy of that day would be a little more understanding of what drove people to villainy, and a little 
more leniency in how Izuku treated the villains he caught. He could have lived with that. Maybe 
after years and years, he could have even been satisfied with it, no matter how something at the 
core of his being yearned for more. 


Naturally, because Izuku’s life wasn’t complicated enough, Mina did show back up in his life. 
Barely three weeks after he met her, she appeared on his doorstep. 


Earlier That Day 


Mina had to resist the urge to curse loudly as she sprinted away from the market at top speed. This 
was what she got for getting cocky, she supposed. She hadn’t run into fucking Atlas in a few 
weeks, not since the weirdest day of her life, and she’d been doing just fine since then. Falling back 
into old habits and old hunting grounds was as easy as slipping through the maze of tunnels she 
knew like the back of her hand, and she was an old hand at bouncing back from nearly starving to 
death. 


Unfortunately, that had led to the cockiness that was now very much biting her in the ass. Day after 
day with barely any heroes around to pose a threat to her had made Mina bolder and bolder, 
pushing further up the levels of the Underground. She’d stuck to the sixth and seventh levels the 
first few days, but kept climbing as she succeeded in her thefts again and again. 

That had led to her current predicament: high on the second level, clutching a bundle of creatively 
acquired food, being chased by- 


There was a scream as fire and percussion tore a hole in the thin metal roof of the long, low market 
Mina had been sprinting through. She could feel the heat even through her cloak as the whole 
structure rung like a gong, and something dropped right through the hole, right on top of her. 


If Mina hadn’t reacted in time, rolling to the side and slipping behind a recently-abandoned stall 
that seemed to be selling hand-carved Atlas figurines, she would have been squished by the black 
combat boots of the hero who had attacked an inhabited building to get to her. 


“Jeez, and they think we cause all the property damage,” Mina snorted to herself, trying to keep 
her breathing as quiet as possible so she could hide. The eyes of the really creepy Atlas statuettes 
bored into her from where they’d fallen down around her. Mina resisted the sudden, bizarre urge to 
melt them to sludge for being such bad approximations of the real thing’s fascinating eyes- 


Wait a second. Mina didn’t have time to be thinking about Atlas or his stupid fucking eyes. She 
was ten feet from a very angry hero. 


Speaking of that hero, the blonde man stood up as screams and shouts filled the dusty, smoky air; 
some people tried to crowd closer, snapping pictures, while the smart ones fled out the doors in a 
stampede that made the long, low building echo confusingly. 


Mina stayed very still as the man growled, “Alright, punk, you get one fucking chance, you hear 
me? Either surrender now, or I blow you the fuck up.” 


As if to punctuate the threat, the spiky-haired hero’s hands began to crackle, tiny explosions going 
off in his palms. Mina’s eyes got wider as she realized just who she was up against. 


“Why the actual, ever-loving fuck is Bombshell down here?” she wondered. “Do I just have a 
fucking talent for finding Top Ten heroes or something?” 


Bombshell was the Number Two Hero in Japan, a title he was notorious for hating with a passion 
almost as violent as his villain captures. Well aside from the inevitable bathroom humor that 
resulted from his ranking, the man was hypercompetitive, highly aggressive, and quite possibly the 
best fighter in Japanese heroics, and someone like that definitely wanted-or needed-to be on top of 
the leaderboards. Supposedly, even Atlas struggled to beat him, and held his position by popularity 
as much as prowess...though it wasn’t like Atlas’s fights really deserved the title most of the time, 
so it was hard to compare them. 


But that wasn’t why Mina was confused. No, that was because one of the few things she knew 
well about Bombshell was that he didn’t generally work in the Underground, for the simple reason 
that his quirk’s penchant for ludicrous destruction did not go well with the district’s confined, 
delicate spaces, where blowing up the wrong thing could bring down the ceiling on hundreds or 
thousands of people, or drown them all, or electrocute or suffocate or burn them all alive, if the 
universe was feeling particularly creative. 


“T guess he just came down here specifically to ruin my day,” Mina decided sarcastically in the 
few heartbeats she had to frantically search for a way to escape. 


All of a sudden, she found it. Mina’s eyes landed on the solid, flat rock wall she was facing, the 
only obstacle between her and the outside. Like most buildings in the Underground, the market was 
hewn right from the rock around them, with only a token roof-it didn’t rain or snow down here, 
after all-and the apparatus for heating and cooling and the like stitched on. A wall like this should 
only be...half a foot thick at most. Probably less. 


Despite her racing heart, Mina snorted to herself. Slowly and cautiously, she slumped down further 
behind the solid wooden stall, extending her legs until both feet could comfortably touch the 
exterior wall. The quiet hiss of acid flowing through the pores on her boots was quiet enough that 
it got lost in the excited murmur of the crowd of spectators. 


Mina grinned. Now, she didn’t have to resist the temptation to insult a hero-in fact, she could 
indulge herself to her heart’s desire. As her feet slowly began to carve through the stone wall, she 
retorted, “Blow me up? With what, those piddly little popguns?” 


The few spectators fell quiet, and Bombshell’s growl filled the building. 


“He doesn’t know where I am,” Mina realized as she heard his boots against the stone, a clear sign 
he was roaming the space. “All the smoke and dust in the air means he didn’t see where I went, 
and the building is so echoey he’s having trouble pinning my location down.” 


“Can it, punk,” Bombshell snarled, his hands sparking more and more. “Either you give up and 
come out with your hands in the air, or you die. End of story.” 


“Not angry enough,” Mina thought, breathing steadily as her foot finally poked through the wall. 
“He needs to be furious.” Both of her lower legs were coated in a layer of potent acid up to the 
knee now, as she used them to slowly but surely cut a rectangular hole in the wall from the bottom 
up. She was already almost halfway done. 


“I'd be more scared if you were actually smart enough to find me!” Mina called out, making 
Bombshell’s angry growls get louder. “Look at you, fumbling around like a toddler!” 


Bombshell spat back, “Enough bullshit. You’re a fucking coward, running your mouth while you 
hide. Come out and die!” 


“Nah, I'd really rather not,” Mina replied. “I'll just sit here and wait for a real hero to catch me.” 


There was a half second of silence, save for the hissing of melting stone as Mina brought her legs 
together at the apex of her rough-but-functional emergency exit. It was wide enough for her to slip 
out...she just needed to do something about the massive block of stone that sat in the middle of it, 
far too heavy for her to move on her own. 


Luckily, Bombshell seemed to be in a helpful mood. Well...not helpful. More like murderous. He 
shouted, “That’s it, bastard! I’m gonna kill you, we’ll see how smart your mouth is then!” 


Mina could hear him closing in on the stall she was hiding behind, footfalls getting louder and 
louder as he stalked towards her. On a whim, she reached down and snatched a couple of the stupid 
Atlas figurines. Why the hell not? She figured she deserved a souvenir for the dumb, risky, 
desperate plan she was about to put into action. 


She took a deep breath, and jumped up just as Bombshell reduced the stall to splinters with a single 
strike. She didn’t move quite quick enough, though; a long shard of wood managed to hit her in the 
shoulder, striking deep and sticking in her flesh. Mina was so hopped up on adrenaline she barely 
felt the pain. All she could think was how bitterly funny it was that the blood dripping from the 
wound and flowing down the shard that had impaled her was as red as everyone else’s. 


Mina shook a little as she came face-to-face with the Number Two Hero. His eyes were practically 
burning with bloodlust, and his wide, toothy smile promised pain. His hands were clenched tight, 
turning a smoking orange from the heat he was building up. 


“There you are,” Bombshell sneered, his sheer deadly presence forcing Mina to take stumbling, 
pained steps backwards until her back was against the wall. He raised a hand as it glowed white. 
“Any last words, you smug little punk?” 


For a moment, Mina wished she wasn’t wearing her mask. She wanted Bombshell to see the grin 
on her face as she replied, “Yes, actually. Here they are: Fuck. You.” 


Bombshell’s left arm shot forwards, and an explosion shot from his palm, flying straight past Mina 
as she threw herself to the side. She bit back a scream as the motion drove the shard in her shoulder 
even deeper into her flesh. 


When the smoke cleared, Mina nearly laughed. Bombshell was staring at the shattered, missing 
chunk of wall under his fist with open shock plain on his face. A new window more than large 
enough for someone to climb through had been punched into the building; the largest surviving 
chunk of stone, the remnant of the main blockage Mina had cut out, had flown more than fifty feet 
and ended up shattering the glass storefront of an antiques shop further down the street. 


“What the fuck?” he hissed. “Were you trying to get me to-” 


He whirled on Mina mid-sentence, eyes narrowing. He began, “You lJittle-” 


That was as far as he got before Mina staggered to her feet and charged. Bombshell moved quickly, 
his fist swinging towards her head, but Mina ducked low, eyes blazing as she brought her knee up 
right into Bombshell’s groin. 


There wasn’t a man alive who could take a hit like that and not be stunned for a few seconds, Mina 
knew, and Bombshell was no exception. His eyes bugged out, his words turning into a shocked 
wheeze as Mina punched him in the chin, shoving them both out of the emergency exit she’d 
baited him into creating. 


Mina and Bombshell tumbled out onto the street, Mina flipping over top of the gasping hero and 
rolling as she struck the ground. Her body shrieked in pain, a dozen bruises and scrapes opening up 
as her body scraped across the stone. Her whole shoulder was a white-hot ball of agony, so 
powerful she could barely move her arm. 


Mina’s body was moving faster than her mind at this point; by the time she realized she was out of 
the market, she was sprinting across the abandoned street, ragged cloak flapping as she moved. 
The nearest building’s wall dipped down into a nearly-perfect forty-five-degree angle as it merged 
into the ground, and it was easy for Mina, even as injured as she was, to sprint up onto the roof, 
leaping smoothly to the next low, uneven building in the row. 


Mina desperately wanted to sprint away, but she was forced to slow down, the adrenaline and the 
pain shortening her breath. Something in her chest hurt every time she took a deep breath-being so 
close to that explosion had seriously screwed her up. Even so, she had to resist the urge to laugh. 
Even the Number Two Hero wasn’t good enough to catch her! Mina knew better than to think her 
skill had done it-her escapes were as much luck as anything-but hot damn did it feel good to 
outsmart the fucking heroes. 


Unfortunately, Mina’s luck ran out. An angry roar filled the whole street; Mina chanced a 
backwards glance as she made her way across the next rooftop. 


She immediately wished she hadn’t. Bombshell had stood up, bearing nothing worse than a few 
scratches and a hefty bruise on his pride. His eyes were wild and angry...yet at their centers, there 
was an odd calm, a terrifying calm. His lips were caught halfway between a snarl and a deadly grin. 


There was a ding that Mina tracked to one of the grenade-like gauntlets the hero was wearing. A 
brief flash of light followed. Bombshell looked down at it, then back up at Mina, who was frozen 
in her tracks. The jump to the next rooftop was too big to make without more momentum; she 
would have had to climb down or get a running start or...or something. She didn’t have enough 
time, and the deadly look in Bombshell’s eyes was enough to freeze Mina in her tracks. 


Mina was familiar with rage and killing intent; live long enough in the Depths, and somebody 
would try to kill you. She’d dealt with it plenty of times, and the fact that she was still kicking was 
a testament to her ability to shrug it off. But this-this she couldn’t shrug off so easily. Maybe it was 
because she was already wounded, already trying to run. Maybe it was the fact that this was the 
first time she’d seen someone with the sheer capability to end her coming at her like this, someone 
who had so much more power than she did. Or maybe it was because it was a hero, and Bombshell 
seemed so different from Atlas, than the hero who had sought her out to thank her, had corrected 
his mistakes, had been kind to her. Yet, they were both heroes, Atlas and Bombshell; the oddness 
of that struck Mina as Bombshell raised his gauntlet towards the rooftop she was standing on. 


For the merest fraction of a second, Mina hesitated; that was all it took. Bombshell raised his other 
hand to the gauntlet he wore, and said, “Goodbye, punk.” 


Mina’s eyes widened as the biggest explosion she’d ever seen roared towards her. She turned to 
run, to escape the surge of flame and force that tore through everything in its path, headed right for 
her. She very nearly made it. 


But nearly wasn’t good enough. The explosion struck her as she dove off the roof; all searing heat 
and blinding pain. 


And then there was nothing. 


Meanwhile, elsewhere on the second level, Izuku was relaxing in his office at the agency, lost in 
his thoughts. He was off duty, though he was still on call should he be needed, as always. If an 
emergency happened, Izuku could be in costume and on his way in just a couple of minutes. 


Naturally, that jinxed Izuku’s hope that there wouldn’t be any emergency that day. Almost as soon 
as the idle thought of his prep time had crossed his mind, the earpiece he always wore while at 
work began to beep. Instantly jolting from his idle daydream, Izuku hit a button on his earpiece 
even as he leaped to his feet, ready to move. 


“Atlas here. What’s wrong?” he demanded, brisk and businesslike. 


Ejiro’s voice came from the other end, though it lacked the urgency Izuku would have expected if 
he was being called in to assist with a life-or-death situation. His best friend replied, “Relax, Atlas. 
This isn’t a backup request.” 


Izuku let out a deep breath, stopping his automatic motions; he’d already gotten past the door to his 
office, headed right past the agency’s side exit and towards the locker room. “Then why are you 
calling me?” he asked, his voice considerably calmer than it had been. 


Ejiro responded, “I thought you should know that an old friend is in town. Bombshell was spotted 
in the shopping district a few minutes ago.” 


Instantly, the tension in Izuku’s body returned. “Seriously?” he groaned, irritation creeping into 
his voice. “How many times do we need to tell him he shouldn’t be down here?” 


“Yeah, because using words with Bakugo always goes so well,” Ejiro retorted. His voice sounded 
half amused, half as annoyed as Izuku was. Izuku knew that Ejiro had always had a...strange sort 
of relationship with Bakugo, ever since their school days. His redheaded friend certainly admired 
the sheer stubbornness the man radiated, as well as his combat skill; that was no surprise, though, 
since Izuku would admit to being similarly impressed. At times, that respect had even seemed to be 
mutual, as Bakugo calmed and matured while at UA. Even so, the passage of time-and the tutelage 
of All Might-had made both of them slightly cooler to their explosively violent former classmate. 
He was certainly a ferociously capable hero, and a terrifying presence on the battlefield-but that 
was all he was. As much as Izuku knew Katsuki Bakugo wanted his spot, he also knew that the 
explosive hero would never get it, not as long as he pursued violent strength over all else. There 
was more to being a hero than endless combat. 


Still, Izuku could make a pretty good guess as to why Bakugo would charge into the one place in 
Japan he was incredibly unwelcome in. “The moron’s trying to one-up me again, isn’t he?” Izuku 
grumbled, shaking his head. “Everyone thinks of the Underground as my turf, so he’s trying to 
challenge me with some stupid macho comparison of how good he is at policing it.” 


“Hey, your guess is as good as mine,” Ejiro replied, the tone of his voice suggesting that he was 
invisibly shrugging. “But if that’s his plan, it ain’t going so hot for him.” 


Izuku rolled his eyes. “What did the trigger-happy idiot do now?” he asked, already resigned to 
dealing with the cleanup. 


“Blew up three buildings trying to catch a petty criminal stealing some food,” Ejiro told him, his 
voice full of amusement, though tempered by the seriousness he always retained while on patrol. 


Izuku sighed deeply, though he forced himself to focus, ignoring the odd worry that stole over him 
at the description of who Bakugo had been chasing. Could it have been Mina? Maybe...though it 
was unlikely. There were lots of petty thieves down here-surely it was just one of them. 


“Injuries?” Izuku asked, turning to walk back to his office. 


“Not sure yet,” Ejiro answered. “Seems like most of the bystanders weren’t stupid enough to sit 
and watch when fire was getting slung around in the Underground, and as for the actual thief... 
well, they haven’t been found yet, so we don’t know.” 


Izuku nodded to himself. “So they probably got away, then,” he said, thinking of Mina. “Typical 
Bakugo.” 


“Or they got incinerated,” Ejiro pointed out, making Izuku’s gut twist into knots. “Which would 
mean we’d have to deal with all the mess that news will cause.” 


Izuku could see the headlines already. The press, always just as happy to tear heroes apart as polish 
their images, would have a field day using Bombshell’s brutal and unnecessary violence to 
condemn all heroes. Hell, they wouldn’t even be wrong-Izuku had seen way too much excessive 
force used on low-level villains to believe that Bakugo was an isolated case. But even so, he very 
much didn’t want to have to deal with hungry journalists suddenly flocking his agency for 
comment. 


He sighed. “Well, either way, keep me posted, alright?” Izuku said. 
“Of course,” Ejiro promised. 


Once again, Izuku nodded to himself. As one last thought struck him, he began, “Good. And if you 
need backup on any sort of cleanup, I'll send Holo over to you-” 


Suddenly, there was a loud knock on the agency’s side door, on the far side of the room Izuku was 
still standing in. He whirled, eyes narrowing in confusion. Who the hell would be pounding on the 
door like that? All the heroes in his agency had access to the much easier-to-find entrance on the 
roof, why would they- 


The knocking got louder, more insistent. Sighing to himself, Izuku told Ejiro, “Pll call you back, 
alright? Something just happened here at the agency.” 


Ejiro made some affirmative comment, but Izuku barely registered it as he made his way across the 
room, towards the door. He turned off his earpiece, and opened the door. 


A gloved fist, aimed at the door that had just disappeared, instead swung right into Izuku’s 
powerfully-built chest. It bounced off without doing anything, but Izuku nearly staggered back 
anyway, his eyes wide. 


“M-Mina?” he said incredulously. “What the hell are you doing here? And...what the hell 
happened to you?” 


Mina Ashido tottered a few steps into the building on unsteady legs. She looked like she’d been 


through hell; her clothes ripped and torn and burned, the whole right side of her body was equally 
messed up, littered with burns and cuts and bruises, not to mention the shard of wood spearing her 
deeply in the shoulder. The only reason Izuku had been able to recognize her was because she’d 
yanked her mask off, revealing a truly magnificent black eye, and just as much blood as stained the 
rest of her. A few stray curls of her hair looked singed. 


Still, the weak light in her eyes was oddly playful. “Hey there, Atlas,” she said teasingly, swaying. 
“Long time, no see.” 


Then, she pitched forwards, into Izuku’s arms. Her eyes fluttered shut. 


When Mina came to a few minutes later, she was lying in a too-white bed in a too-clean room. A 
heavily muscled man was puttering around the room, grabbing at objects she didn’t recognize. 


As Mina regained her senses, she became aware of an agonizing stinging feeling running up and 
down her body, over every single wound she’d gotten on her back and legs thanks to Bombshell. It 
sucked, but at least the burns had gotten way less agonizing, somehow. 


At last, memories flowed back to her. Nearly dying, hauling herself across the second level with her 
body on the brink of collapsing, desperately realizing that she only had one option to survive. Mina 
laid her head back, sighing as it sank into a pillow that was too soft. 


The sound finally got her savior’s attention; he turned to her, green eyes lighting up with a half- 
frantic light. “Oh thank God, you’re awake,” Atlas said, sounding more like a nervous schoolboy 
than she was used to hearing. 


Mina turned her head to look at him; she didn’t dare move anything else, it hurt too much. “Yeah,” 
she confirmed. “I’m awake. Yay.” 


Atlas-no, his name was Izuku, wasn’t it-quickly returned to her bedside, bringing a roll of white 
bandages. “I brought you to my agency’s first-aid room,” he explained. “I’m not the best at it, but I 
know the basics, and you clearly needed my help, so-” 


Mina interrupted, “Atlas, I literally almost died. A bit less babbling, a littke more making sure I 
don’t bleed out, please?” 


Izuku stopped, mouth shutting tightly for half a second as he seemingly took her words to heart. 
“Alright, good plan,” he agreed, hands reaching for her shoulder. Mina forced herself not to flinch 
as his fingers expertly cleared the site around her most serious wound-the wooden splinter deep in 
the fleshy part of her shoulder-of any remaining fragments of dirt or clothing. 


“This is gonna hurt,” he warned her, eyes full of nervousness. 


Mina was well beyond the point of caring. She met his gaze, and bluntly told him, “I’ve had worse. 
Are you gonna help me or not?” 


Once again, Izuku seemed to recalibrate himself, then nodded. Without another word, he braced his 
grip against her shoulder, and removed the shard of wood, making Mina grit her teeth and hiss in 
pain as it was wrenched free. Thankfully, there weren’t any splinters left in the wound-it came out 
clean. Mina figured that she deserved that, after the bullshit day she’d had. 


After spreading a clear gel Mina realized was probably a disinfectant over the wound, Izuku began 
to quickly wrap her shoulder in bandages. Despite his obvious confusion, nervousness, and 
awkwardness, he was skilled and efficient, and his hands didn’t shake one bit. 


When he’d finished bandaging the worst of her injuries, Izuku sat back for a moment, as Mina 
prodded at the tender bandages, examining herself with the practiced motions of someone used to 
taking stock of injuries. Mostly smaller bruises, burns, and cuts, it seemed like-the only really bad 
wound was her shoulder, though the blast had still managed to leave her generally singed and 
hurting. Her clothes were messed up, but still mostly serviceable, she decided-she was still hidden, 
and nothing was exposed once she wrapped her long-suffering cloak around herself. 


Izuku met her gaze, and told her, “You should be fine. I put a special healing gel on most of your 
injuries-it should have them all taken care of within a couple hours, a day at most.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. Sure enough, a lot of her cuts didn’t even hurt anymore, she realized. The 
gel she’d thought was only a disinfectant was also now glowing faintly blue in a few places, 
creating an odd contrast with her pink skin. Mina suppressed the urge to hide the few signs of pink 
skin that showed through her torn clothing-old instincts were hard to break. Anyway, Izuku already 
knew she was a mutant. And for whatever reason...he’d still helped her. 


Mina rolled her eyes. “Special healing gel,” eh?” she muttered. “You abovegrounders and your 
fancy gadgets.” 


Izuku replied, “It’s based on a few old healing quirks. Scientists managed to figure something out 
about how they worked, so-” 


Weakly, Mina raised a hand. “I don’t need the history lesson,” she told him. “All I care about is 
whether it works.” 


Izuku hesitated for a second, still struggling to keep up with Mina’s mercurial conversations. 
Eventually, he replied, “It works. I’ve used it plenty of times.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were the invincible hero,” she said lightly. “You’re telling 
me Atlas is just like all the rest of us dirty mortals?” 


Izuku flushed red. “I’ve never claimed to be invincible,” he told her. “And you know better than 
most how mortal I am.” 


Mina remembered the alleyway, the barely-alive heap about to be killed by a monster. All humor 
vanishing, she replied, “I suppose I do.” 


They sat there in silence for a minute or so after that, before Mina shifted herself to sit upright in 
her bed, grunting from the exertion-it still hurt to move. 


“Although,” she mused, “You did just save me...so I guess we’re even now.” 


Izuku shook his head, to Mina’s surprise. Wouldn’t he be glad to be rid of her? Izuku corrected her, 
“No. I don’t like thinking about this stuff in terms of debts. I didn’t help you because I thought I 
would get something out of it, or to pay you back, or anything like that.” 


Mina had never encountered anything like that. Almost everything she’d ever done was for her 
benefit, and so had everything she’d ever seen anyone else do. The only other time she could 
remember feeling this kind of surprise that someone was helping her for the sake of helping her 
was...no. That wasn’t a memory Mina intended to bring up again. 


“Tf I look back, I’m lost,” she thought, forcing herself to return to the present. 


Softly, she heard herself ask, “Then why did you do it?” 


Izuku met her gaze, and his smile was soft and kind. “It was the right thing to do,” he replied. Mina 
found that she didn’t want to scoff quite as much as she usually did in response to things like that. 
Instead, she just sat quietly, feeling the soft tingling of her body healing. 


After a moment, Izuku leaned back in his chair and said, “Now, that being said, I would like to 
know what happened to you, if you don’t mind telling me.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. “Why?” she asked challengingly, regaining a bit of her spirit by sheer 
determination. 


Izuku met her gaze, no longer blushing or stammering quite as much. “You showed up at a hero’s 
office with injuries you almost certainly got from a fight,” he said. “Why did you come to me?” 


Mina grinned weakly. “Well, I had a choice between you or bleeding to death,” she replied. “You 
won. Barely.” 


“Barely?” Izuku repeated dryly, raising his own eyebrow. “Do you really hate me that much, or is 
it just heroes in general you don’t like?” 


Mina’s smirk grew harsher as she said with equal wit, “Well, seeing as it was a hero that gave me 
these injuries, I think I’m pretty justified in not trusting any of you.” 


The mood in the room shifted instantly. Mina swore she saw sparks jump from Izuku’s eyes as he 
absorbed the information, and the smell of ozone filled the air. His jaw set, and his eyes grew 


angry. 


“Is...is he really so worked up over me?” Mina wondered, shrinking into herself a little on instinct. 
“Ts he angry because I got hurt, or because it was a hero who hurt me?” 


If Izuku cared enough about her to suddenly get so obviously furious...then why did he care? Mina 
shoved the thought away, just as she shoved the part of her that grew more intrigued by the power 
he seemed to throw around so casually. 


“Who was it?” Izuku asked once he’d reined in the crackling power a little bit. His voice was 
deceptively calm. 


Mina had to admit, she did find the thought of Atlas maybe-possibly-hopefully beating the shit out 
of Bombshell pretty funny. Besides, it wasn’t like the hothead didn’t deserve it. She answered, “It 
was Bombshell. He and I got into a bit of a tiff over a teensy little bit of light thievery, you know 
how it is.” 


Out of all the possible responses, Mina did not expect for the anger in Izuku’s eyes to deepen, the 
sense of danger rolling off his crossed-arm, stiff-backed figure increasing to the point where it 
triggered every last one of Mina’s fight-or-flight instincts. It was like the sense she’d gotten from 
Bombshell-only stronger. Somehow, she found that comforting, as well as terrifying. She still 
wanted to run...but that was mostly muscle memory talking, old survival instincts rearing their 
heads. 


“Of course it was,” Izuku growled. “One of these days, I’m going to see that little shit and-” 


Before Mina could find out what, exactly, Izuku intended to do, there was a loud knock on the 
closed door of the infirmary. Both of them jumped as the angry pounding was replaced by an all- 
too-familiar snarl. 


“Oi, Midoriya, you shitty bastard!” shouted the unmistakable voice of Bombshell, also known as 


Katsuki Bakugo. “Get out here right fucking now!” 


Mina was halfway out of the bed before Izuku caught her by the arm. It took everything she had not 
to burn him, until she saw the careful look in his eye. 


“Stay here, and stay quiet,” he mouthed wordlessly. “T’ll deal with him.” 


Mina hesitated, not sure whether she could afford to trust him. She could move right now, yes-but 
she was still weak, and hurting badly. She could probably make it back home, but it would be slow 
going-she’d never outrun a hero chasing her. She was stuck. 


Reluctantly, Mina sat back down, though she remained ready to dash at a moment’s notice. Izuku 
stood, walking a few feet towards the door. 


“Hello, Bakugo,” he called out, voice far too calm to be real. “What brings you here?” 


“If you don’t open this fucking door, Pll break it down,” Bakugo snarled, not even bothering to 
answer the question. 


Izuku simply rolled his eyes. “Bakugo, if you break into this room, I will throw you back out of it,” 
he replied. Mina was stunned by the calm threat he radiated with every word. “Now, if you want to 
talk to me, go back to the lobby and wait there like a good boy.” 


Mina’s eyes bugged out, and she had to cover her mouth with both hands to avoid giggling madly 
and giving the whole game away. Bakugo growled angrily, and she could hear the popping of 
mini-explosions in his palms. 


“Pll kill you for that!’ he shouted. Izuku shot an incredulous look at Mina, as if asking, “Can you 
believe this shit?” Mina giggled even harder to herself. 


“You’d get your ass kicked, and we both know it, Bakugo,” Izuku dryly retorted. “Now, fuck off. 
I’m busy right now.” 


There was a moment of silence, and then Bakugo snapped, “Fine, you piece of shit. You better get 
out here quick, though.” 


He stomped away, the echoes of his exploding palms growing fainter and fainter. When he was 
finally gone, Izuku and Mina both sighed with relief. 


“Damn, that was hilarious to watch,” Mina chuckled. “I never thought I’d watch the greatest hero 
in Japan call the second greatest hero in Japan a “good boy.” 


Izuku snorted. “Honestly, that’s up there as one of the easiest ways to piss him off,” he said. “I 
should know, I’ve been pissing him off on purpose since we were in school.” 


Mina blinked, before shooting an odd look at Izuku. “Oh yeah, I forgot all you heroes go to the 
same weird high school,” she said. Izuku looked insulted, but when he opened his mouth, Mina 
shot him another look, and he wisely shut up. 


Now, though, Mina’s curiosity was too strong to ignore. Slowly, she asked, “Hang on, what’s the 
best way to piss him off, then?” 


“Be better than him, of course,” Izuku answered dryly, arms crossed over his chest. “That’s the 
reason he hates me so much. I’ve been better than him ever since we’ ve known each other, and it 
makes him furious. The arrogance he has is half the reason I hate him back.” 


Mina tilted her head in curiosity. “And the other half?” she pressed. 


Izuku hesitated for a moment, but seemingly had little control over his own words. He responded, 
“He was always a bit of a bully. And I hate bullies. ’ ve got enough shitty experiences under my 
belt to recognize one when I see them.” 


That only raised more questions for Mina. The greatest hero in the country had been bullied? By 
who? With a jolt, she realized that it was the first hint of his past he’d ever given her. 


As if he’d come to the same realization, Izuku suddenly announced, “Well, I’m gonna go deal with 
the asshole, before he comes back. You wait here, alright? I won’t be long.” 


Mina frowned. “I should probably just get going,” she replied. 


Izuku shook his head. “You just barely escaped getting blown into tiny tiny pieces,” he retorted. 
“You’re going to stay right there.” 


Then, he left, giving Mina one last nod as he did. As soon as the door swung closed, though, Mina 
was hesitating, wondering if she should stay. There was a window in the infirmary, plenty big 
enough for her to slip out if she wanted to. It was definitely the smart thing to do-a building full of 
heroes was no place for a thief. But...Izuku was expecting her to be here. And for some reason, she 
knew she would feel guilty for coming here, letting him heal her, and then disappearing again. And 
yet...she couldn’t let herself be caught. She couldn’t take the risk. 


Sighing to herself, Mina spotted a pad of paper on one of the shelves, along with a pen. Right next 
to it was the package she’d managed to steal-Izuku must not have bothered looking inside, or just 
figured he had bigger issues. Gritting her teeth, she reached for both of the items. Maybe she could 
make a concession or two to her conscience. 


Izuku marched to the lobby, fighting back sparks of electricity that rolled off his body as he 
walked. 


He was pissed, and he didn’t even know why he was pissed. Sure, Bakugo was a reckless and 
destructive asshole, but that was nothing new, nothing that should have caused him to be so 
furious. 


Except...this time he’d hurt someone Izuku knew. Someone he was just getting to know, who had 
the most beautiful golden eyes he’d ever seen, who was funny and sarcastic and could cut with her 
words as easily as change his entire world with them. 


Okay, Izuku really needed to figure out what the hell was going on with him. He was helping a 
villain escape other heroes...and he didn’t feel the slightest bit of guilt about it. Why? 


Because it’s Mina. 


Izuku forced himself to focus as he strode into the lobby. There was nobody in it except for 
Bakugo, and Ejiro, who sat next to the explosive blonde, a sheepish look on his face. 


As Izuku took a seat across from Bakugo, exchanging a daggerlike glare with him, Ejiro said 
apologetically, “Sorry, buddy. He insisted. Figured it was better to let you deal with him than to 
start a big scene in public.” 


Izuku sighed. Ejiro had made the right decision, and he knew that. But dammit, did this have to 
happen right now? He wanted to run back to the infirmary, to make sure Mina was okay. He’d been 


so terrified when she collapsed into his arms, unconscious and bleeding so badly. 


Gritting his teeth, Izuku said, “Don’t worry about it. It’s not your fault this moron doesn’t 
understand the fact that his quirk has limitations.” 


As Izuku pointed at Bakugo, the Number Two Hero bared his teeth in a snarl. “Fuck you, I did just 
fine,” he snapped. 


Crossing his arms, Izuku asked, “Ejiro, how much damage did he cause this time?” 


Ejiro winced a bit as he pulled out his phone to check the reports. Izuku kept his gaze fixed firmly 
on Bakugo the whole time. “Two buildings damaged so badly they’ Il have to be condemned,” Ejiro 
read out. “Two others-including a market-with serious damage, potentially millions of yen. Various 
claims being made by people in the immediate area for hearing damage, smoke inhalation, and 
injuries caused by shattering glass. And no successful villain capture.” 


Izuku stared meaningfully at Bakugo, who just kept scowling. “Just fine,” you say,” he said 
mockingly. 


Bakugo scowled, but they both knew there wasn’t really anything he could say. 


Izuku leaned forwards and told him, “You know why nobody wants you to patrol down here. Your 
quirk, as strong as it is, does not work down here. Not without causing more harm to the people 
you’ re trying to protect than the villains do, that is.” 


“They were fine,” Bakugo scoffed. “A bit of damage, that’s all. You’re telling me you’d rather let 
the villain get away?” 


“Yes!” Izuku hissed. “If my options were hurting a lot of people or letting one petty thief escape, 
I'd pick the one that hurt nobody! You, on the other hand, chose to hurt everyone, and badly, too!” 


Izuku finished speaking, only to realize that both Bakugo and Ejiro were looking at him strangely. 


“Tzuku,” Ejiro began, “There weren’t any serious injuries from what Bakugo did. We haven’t found 
the thief, either-it looks like they did get away.” 

Izuku froze. He’d been thinking of Mina as he spoke-and now he’d gotten himself stuck. What was 
he supposed to say? “Actually, there was a serious injury, and I’m treating them behind your backs 
because I’m maybe-sorta-kinda crushing on them?” 


Forcing himself to think, Izuku managed to say, “Sorry, got the facts mixed up with the /ast time 
you did this. My bad.” 


It was a weak dodge at best, and Izuku knew it-he was far too good at recalling details for 
something like that-but Bakugo didn’t even seem to care. Ejiro, though, gave Izuku a strange look, 
before he too let it slide. 


Breathing a sigh of relief, Izuku continued, “Anyway, that’s beside the point. If you ever come 
down here to try a stupid stunt like that again, Bakugo, I will punt you into the stratosphere, and 
don’t you forget it. Now, get out.” 


Bakugo grumbled insults and curses under his breath, but obliged, and soon Ejiro and Izuku were 
alone again. Izuku’s best friend asked, “Are you okay, man? You seem awfully annoyed about 
something.” 


Izuku rose to his feet, already distracted by thoughts of getting back to Mina. “I’m fine,” he replied, 


waving Ejiro off. The redhead went to follow him, then hesitated. In the end, he just watched Izuku 
disappear down the hall, nearly running. 


When Izuku got back to the infirmary, though, he found it empty. His eyes landed on the open 
window, and he instantly realized what had happened. 


“Of course she left,” he thought, instantly deflating. “She’d never let herself be stuck in a place so 
full of heroes, she’d vanish as soon as her body let her move in the slightest.” 


Izuku walked into the room, closing the door behind him. He spotted something on the empty bed. 
Two somethings, actually; a folded piece of paper, and- 


“Is that a shitty figurine of me?” Izuku wondered as he picked it up, and the paper it had been 
sitting on. He unfolded it, revealing a note written in hesitant, chicken-scratch handwriting-as if the 
person writing wasn’t used to holding a pen. It read: 


Hey, Atlas, 


I'm really sorry about this. I didn’t want to just up and vanish on you-it feels a bit too much like 
I’m taking advantage of you. But I figured it’s safer for both of us if I don’t stick around in a hero- 
infested building. Sorry again. 


Tell you what: my damn conscience won’t leave me alone, so how about we meet again? I'll be at 
the Craton and Faultline statues on the first level in...let’s say five days? Feel free to show up if 
you want to keep being all weird and heroic. Or don’t, I don’t really care. 


See you then, or not. 


-Mina 


(P.S. Enjoy the figurine. I stole a couple of them while running from your old buddy, mostly 
because they irritated me enough I couldn’t do anything but take them. Every time I look at it, I get 
annoyed and want to punch something. The resemblance is uncanny.) 


Chapter End Notes 


A reminder that this Izuku didn't grow up with Bakugo at all, and didn't have to deal 
with any of his shit. Therefore, he's got more confidence, and has a very different view 
of Bakugo than in canon (and also, I don't necessarily agree with everything said about 
him. In fact, I actually rather like him as a character with a lot of potential. I just think 
that this Izuku would have a serious issue with his attitude, so I wrote stuff that 
reflected that.) 

Anyway, next time, that meeting happens. It gets...complicated. 

See you then! 

Discord server: https://discord.gg/rPnRUFt 


Bloody Work 


Chapter Summary 


A case comes up that Izuku can't tackle alone. 
An old foe rears their head. 
A plea is made. 


Chapter Notes 


I didn't think I was gonna finish writing this today, but my inexplicable ability to get 
motivation at the worst possible times actually worked out for once. 

I know I've been updating this a lot lately, but oh well. I just follow my muse wherever 
it goes, and it's been going here for a couple weeks now. 

Also, I realized recently that the date this chapter is being uploaded is almost exactly 
one year after the first chapter of my first-ever fic was published on AO3. I've come 
such a long way in that year, it honestly shocks me. It feels like time's flown, but I've 
become such a better writer. Thank you to everyone who's been with me on that 
journey! 

Now then, on to a chapter that's been in the works ever since I first started planning 
this fic. Enjoy! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Izuku spent most of the next few days distracted. Every time he wasn’t on patrol or in the office, he 
found himself thinking of Mina’s note, or of Mina herself, staggering into the agency covered in 
blood and burns. 


Izuku had seen a lot of injuries over the years; a lot of those were his own, to boot. Even if he 
hadn’t spent most of his school days blowing his limbs apart, though, he’d become all too familiar 
with grievous wounds since then. Civilians, fellow heroes, villains...himself again... in the half a 
decade since he’d graduated from UA, Izuku had seen plenty of pain and blood. But none of it, 
none of it, had affected him quite like Mina collapsing into his arms had. 


For a single, awful moment, Izuku had thought she was dying. The state of her clothes had meant 
he couldn’t tell how badly she was hurt, so his mind had run with the sheer amount of blood 
staining her pink skin, imagining a situation that was far, far worse than it actually was. Even then, 
though, Izuku shouldn’t have been so frozen, shouldn’t have had to fight off panic the way he had. 
He’d stared at Mina’s unconscious face for what felt like an eternity before training and expertise 
had finally let him force himself into action. The whole time, too, he’d been agonizing over what 
he would do if he screwed up, if he couldn’t fix it, if she kept bleeding until she bled out- 


She hadn’t. That was the important part. Izuku had saved her. But that hadn’t been the end of his 
turmoil. 


When Mina had woken up again, Izuku had made a fucking fool of himself, babbling and 


stammering like he was a fifteen-year-old meeting All Might for the first time all over again. He’d 
thought he’d outgrown those old anxieties and insecurities; being the undisputed greatest hero in 
Japan tended to do wonders for your self-confidence. But no, the moment he’d met Mina’s golden 
eyes, the awkward embarrassment had returned in full force. What was wrong with him? 


Equally confusing had been the rage Izuku had felt when he’d learned that Mina’s injuries came 
from Bakugo of all people. Indignation at a hero he knew dishing out unnecessary violence was 
one thing, but the desire to crush Bakugo, to actually hurt him? That was new, and it scared Izuku 
to his core. 


And then the day came, and Izuku’s life got even more complicated. 
As he anxiously watched the clock, waiting until he could slip out and go to meet Mina on the first 


level, Izuku was jarred from his thoughts by a rough, hasty knock on his door. Startled, he called 
out, “Come in!” 


The door was shouldered open, revealing Ejiro’s broad form. Izuku braced himself for some witty 
remark or friendly teasing, but another look at Ejiro’s face put that to rest. Ejiro was all business; 
more than that, there was a dark cloud behind his eyes, a grimness Izuku hadn’t seen since... 


A city turned to dust. A mission gone so horribly, awfully wrong that nothing could ever have 
fixed it. A war. 


“What’s going on?” Izuku asked instantly, not even needing to ask to know something was wrong. 


Ejiro slipped into the office...but he wasn’t alone. Behind him, clutching a file and looking more 
than a little intimidated, was- 


Izuku got even more confused. “Akari?” he called out as Ejiro closed the door behind the young 
sidekick. 


Akari nodded, the look on her face suggesting she would have been trembling if her spine wasn’t 
ramrod-straight. Setting her face into a grim arrangement that felt like a parody of the 
thunderclouds on Ejiro’s, she nodded and said, “Hello, Atlas.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “Call me Izuku,” he said automatically. Akari’s eyes widened, and she 
flinched a little. Izuku felt himself smile. 


Before Akari could start getting confused again, Ejiro interrupted, “Look, I’m as fond of ribbing 
the sidekicks as much as the next guy, but this is important.” 


Instantly, Izuku grew grimmer, and more confused. Anything serious enough to make Ejiro stop 
joking around was serious. He sat up in his chair, fingers folding together as he leaned forwards. 


“Let’s hear it then,” he replied, brisk and businesslike. 


Akari hesitated, turning to look at Ejiro as if expecting him to speak. Ejiro gestured at the table, as 
if telling her, “Well? Get to it.” 


Taking a deep breath, Akari put the file she’d been carrying down on Izuku’s desk. She opened it, 
and Izuku felt himself shift into his own version of the look on Ejiro’s face. Stormy and grim, with 
eyes that stared into the past. 


“What were you doing with Himiko Toga’s case file?” Izuku asked evenly, tonelessly. 


Akari hesitated for a second, but quickly answered, “I-I had some spare time on my hands the other 
day, and a thought crossed my mind, a-about the case. I thought-” 


Izuku waved her off before Akari’s explanation could turn into a babble. “Alright, that makes 
sense,” he assured her. 


As if unsurprised that Izuku had managed to more or less read her mind, Akari simply nodded and 
continued, “Well, I had a thought about the case. I guess it’s not a thought, really. More like a 
hunch. Or-or a suspicion.” 


Izuku’s eyes narrowed. For all that she was prone to hero worship and a little bit of awkwardness, 
he hadn’t hired Akari because she was useless. In fact, under the youthful glint in her eye, she had 
the makings of a top-notch detective. If she had a hunch about something, it was probably worth 
looking into. 


But still, the subject of that hunch... 


Izuku was so deep in thought, he had to force himself to focus back on Akari as she continued, “So, 
uh, I took a look through what we’ve got on her, and I realized-Himiko Toga hasn’t been seen in 
the flesh in nearly eight years, right?” 


Izuku nodded slowly, his expression darkening. Toga was the last member of the League of 
Villains who was still at large. She’d slipped through any number of nets in those chaotic, frantic 
days at the end of the war, when Izuku had defeated Shigaraki in a battle that stil] gave him 
nightmares. None of the others had, and the last rogue Nomu had been cleaned up a couple years 
back...but Toga was a loose end. A very dangerous loose end. Izuku knew half his old classmates 
still had some sort of secret code they used to identify each other, lest Toga infiltrate their ranks 
and butcher them like she’d done far too many times. 


“Yes,” Izuku confirmed, eyes fixed on the desk as Akari spread out various documents; alleged 
sightings, psychoanalyses, maps, quirk breakdowns, warrants. “We managed to get close to 
catching her once or twice in the first year or so, but after that...she disappeared. Our best guess is 
that she either fled the country, or...” 


Izuku hesitated. For some reason, as his lips tried to form the next word, golden eyes flashed in his 
mind. Toga had them, slitted and catlike-and some witnesses said that those eyes often remained 
even when she transformed, a tell that you were dealing with one of the worst serial killers in 
recent Japanese history. 


But no, the eyes Izuku was thinking of weren’t Toga’s. They were deeper gold, not the sickly 
yellow of bile or a predator’s glinting gaze; they were more like the sun, or the twinkle of long lost 
treasure. They were Mina’s eyes, and Izuku knew exactly why they’d come to mind. 


Seeing Izuku hesitate, Akari weakly asked, “Or...what?” 


Izuku met her eyes, and smiled apologetically. He responded, “Or that she disappeared into the 
Depths.” 


Akari’s eyes widened in understanding. The Depths, the massive shadow city in the deepest, most 
labyrinthine part of the Underground, was more or less the perfect hiding spot for anyone fleeing 
the law. Heroes almost never went down there-it was simply too dangerous, too confusing, and too 
risky. The government encouraged that-it preferred to forget the Depths even existed, content to 
leave those unwilling to keep the peace in their own little world. A world so deadly to heroes that 
every attempt to clean it up had ended in blood. 


For the first time, Ejiro spoke up, adding, “That’s always been the theory that makes the most 
sense to me. For someone like Toga, it would have been much harder to flee the country right after 
the war-there was security everywhere, and even she couldn’t have gotten past all of it. Far simpler 
to just...melt away into the Depths. Nobody ever goes down there unless they don’t have any other 
choice.” 


Keeping thoughts of Mina as far into the back of his mind as he could, Izuku retorted, “But we still 
would have noticed if we had a serial killer down here. Toga doesn’t strike me as the kind to just 
stop killing people. Hell, we’re pretty sure her quirk makes her crave blood. Someone would have 
spotted a trail of bodies like that.” 


“Um, about that,” Akari interrupted awkwardly, flushing red as Izuku turned to her. “I...think I can 
help with that.” 


Izuku nearly bolted upright. It took real effort to keep himself under control as he replied, “Well, 
let’s see what you’ ve got, then.” 


Akari nodded, leaning over the desk as she pulled out a new document. As she worked, she said, “I 
had the same thought you just did while I was looking over the file. There’s only been a few 
murders in the last seven or eight years that fit Toga’s MO, and they’re separated by huge spans of 
time with no killings at all. That’s another strike against it being her-from what we know, Toga 
feels the “urge to kill” or whatever you want to call it fairly regularly. I don’t see why or how that 
could have changed. Plus, the people who were killed were found all over the Underground-not 
clustered in the lower levels like you would reasonably expect. Definitely not connected-or so I 
thought.” 


Akari paused, clearly checking to see if her audience was following. A specter of her awkwardness 
seemed to creep back in, having vanished once she got down to business. 


In the few moments of silence, Izuku looked at Ejiro. “She brought this to you first?” he assumed. 


Ejiro nodded, burly arms crossed over his chest. “Yeah,” he confirmed. “I wouldn’t have brought it 
to you if I thought there was nothing here.” 


Izuku nodded. Detective work may not have been Ejiro’s specialty-he was much more of a direct 
frontline hero-but he know enough to poke holes in dumb ideas. If he couldn’t find any here... 


Izuku gestured for Akari to continue, which she did. “I was pretty sure the scattered killings were 
unconnected at first,” she said. “Sure, they fit Toga’s style-multiple stab wounds, signs of being 
ambushed, d...drained of all their blood...but they were just too far apart, chronologically and 
geographically. But...then I realized something.” 


Akari exhaled softly, flipping a piece of paper around to face Izuku. He looked at it closely. It was 
a list of names. Names he wasn’t familiar with-and he knew the possible Toga victims’ names by 
heart. He’d studied that case extensively, determined to bring Toga in. He’d never found anything. 


Akari told him, “There’s a lot of problems with the system for reporting missing or dead people, 
especially the lower you get in the city. It’s entirely possible we’re missing well over half of those 
cases-more, if you factor in the Depths.” 


Izuku’s eyes widened as he began to put the pieces together himself. He hadn’t even thought of 
that. He’d been so focused on the cases he could solve, that he’d forgotten to wonder how many he 
didn’t even know about. 


“Of course,” he hissed. “She would stick to the Depths-there’s far less risk she’d ever be noticed 
there. She could kill a dozen people a day and we’d never know.” 


“Then what about the cases we already suspected?” Ejiro pointed out. “A lot of them were found in 
the upper levels. One was even on the first!” 


Akari nodded. “I thought that too,” she agreed. “But then I checked those cases again. And I found 
something they had in common.” 


Izuku and Ejiro’s eyes widened as she showed them a series of pages, each one a case report. The 
location had been highlighted on each of them. 


Ejiro swore, as did Izuku. “The tunnels,” they said in unison. 


Akari’s eyes were grim. “The tunnels,” she agreed. “Every single case we do know about was 
found somewhere in the old smugglers’ networks. There’s probably more they missed, but...well, 
there would be nothing stopping Toga from only hunting in the Depths. Maybe she comes up every 
now and then for a riskier target. Maybe she’s being opportunistic, or...well, we know Toga often 
kills people she’s attracted to, for one reason or another. Maybe that has something to do with it.” 


Izuku nodded to himself, though his frustration with himself was starting to mount. “It doesn’t even 
matter,” he cursed. “The important thing is, she’s probably been using those tunnels for years, and 
we never fucking thought of it.” 


“Probably,” Akari admitted, clearly too focused to even care about her idol’s language. “And... 
well, that’s not the only thing I think she’s doing.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow, especially as she nodded to the list of names that was still in his hand. 
“That list,” she told him. “It’s as many names as I could find for people found murdered in or near 
the Depths. Specifically, any of them who matched Toga’s MO.” 


Izuku’s eyes roamed down the list, taking in the names. There were so many. And the dates...they 
stretched over years. One death a month, perhaps slightly less. Name after name after name. 


“So many people I’ve failed,” he thought. 


“T compared that list to the handful of cases we already had,” Akari continued, “And they line up 
perfectly. We didn’t have a couple of scattered murders that just happened to look like Toga’s style. 
We...we had the tip of the iceberg. All the gaps in the timeline-they’re filled by that list. And 

that’s not all.” 


Izuku’s heart sank even lower. “It’s not?” he replied, sounding more than a little stunned. 


Akari nodded. “I checked the names there against the quirk registries on another hunch,” she said. 
“Nearly two thirds of the ones who I got matches for were mutants...and I’m willing to bet the real 
percentage is higher. Mutants are far more likely to never get their quirks registered at all.” 


Izuku’s heart froze in his chest. All he could think of in that fraction of a second was Mina. 


Ejiro rolled his shoulders as he stood up from where he’d been leaning against the wall. “This is 
the one bit of it that doesn’t make sense to me,” he admitted. “It’s not like Toga has anything 
against mutants-hell, the League actively recruited them. I can’t figure out why she’d just start 
killing them.” 


“Simple,” Izuku muttered, nearly to himself. “Mutants are about the most vulnerable and isolated 


population imaginable down here. Most of them probably lived alone, or spent a lot of time in 
situations where they wouldn’t be missed. Nobody would have cared if they went missing-and 
nobody would have fallen over themselves to find out what was happening, either. Perfect targets.” 


As Izuku finished, he realized Ejiro and Akari were both staring at him. He felt himself blush, just 
a little. “What?” he asked. 


Ejiro held his gaze for a moment longer, then shook his head. “Never mind,” he replied. “Didn’t 
realize you were so knowledgeable about mutants, that’s all.” 


Izuku winced internally. He’d learned most of that from Mina, just from reading between the lines 
of what she’d said. 


He simply shrugged, not trusting himself to come up with a good excuse. After a second, Ejiro and 
Akari seemed to shrug off their confusion, letting Izuku’s mistake slide. 


“Whatever,” Ejiro said. “The important thing is deciding what we do now.” 


Izuku nodded. “We still don’t know where she is,” he pointed out. “The best guess we have right 
now is “the one place we can’t really go.” 


Akari looked apologetic. “Yeah, I know,” she admitted. “Sorry I couldn’t be more help.” 
Izuku glared at her, jabbing a finger as he said, “That’s enough of that.” 


Akari’s eyes flared wide, and she promptly shut up. Izuku turned to Ejiro, and asked, “How quickly 
can we get Holo promoted to a full hero?” 


As Akari’s eyes practically bugged out of her head, Ejiro replied, “It shouldn’t take more than a 
day or two to do the paperwork.” 


Akari made a sound that would have been more appropriate coming from a strangled cat. ““W-what 
are you talking about?” she squeaked, her protests weak but frantic. “I’ve barely been working here 
for two months!” 


Izuku shot her another look. “And you just cracked the case of the most wanted fugitive in Japan 
wide open after nearly a decade,” he finished dryly. “You expect me to not promote you for that 
kind of work?” 


It was a testament to just how shocked Akari was that she once again protested, “B-but I only just 
graduated from UA, you can’t just-” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “Actually, that’s a nice perk of being the greatest hero in Japan,” he said 
teasingly. “I can do whatever I want.” 


Akari finally fell silent, and practically scurried out of the room as soon as Izuku dismissed her. 
Judging by the way she clutched the newly-regathered file to her chest, she was probably in the 
midst of a complete breakdown. As soon as the door closed, Ejiro shook his head and snorted, 
“You’re gonna be the death of that girl one of these days.” 


Izuku grinned, even as the grim set of his eyes didn’t change. “I hope not,” he replied. “She’s a 
damn good hero.” 


Ejiro huffed in agreement, then grew serious again. “The question still stands, though,” he 
reminded Izuku. “We still need to figure out what we’re gonna do.” 


Izuku sighed, the sigh of a veteran recalling a long-ended war. Ejiro’s eyes filled with recognition. 


“T wish I could tell you I had any ideas,” Izuku muttered. “We can’t go into the Depths guns 
blazing, she’d escape before we got anywhere close to her. A small team wouldn’t be better-still 
too much danger.” 


Ejiro knew all this, and by the look in his eyes, he knew what Izuku’s solution would be, too. 
“You’re not going in alone,” he told Izuku sternly. 
Izuku smiled weakly. “You read my mind,” he replied. “I don’t see any other option.” 


“You'll get killed within five seconds,” Ejiro reminded him. "With your luck, it'll be very, very 
painful." 


Izuku frowned. “Look, I don’t like this any more than you do-” he began. 


“But you’re still doing it, because you’ re a stupid, self-sacrificing moron,” Ejiro interrupted. “No. 
We have to find a different way.” 


Izuku shook his head. “There is no other way,” he responded. “Nobody else could possibly-” 


Suddenly, Izuku stopped dead. A thought struck him; he recalled golden eyes and a dark mask. 
And then he leaped to his feet. 


“T have an idea,” he said. “There might be someone I can ask for help.” 
Ejiro frowned. “Am I allowed to know who this mysterious someone is?” he asked dryly. 


Izuku swallowed heavily. He didn’t like keeping secrets from Ejiro, he really didn’t...but he 
wouldn’t betray Mina’s trust. 


“Tf this goes well, Pll make sure you meet them,” he promised. “But for now...well, consider it a 
source. They’re skittish, though, really skittish. I have to go talk to them, alone.” 


Ejiro’s lips pursed, but they both knew what his response would be. He didn’t even bother to argue. 
Instead, he sighed, “Just...be careful, alright? ve been hearing some bad rumblings about 
something going on down there. Apparently there’s neo-Stain groups making a fuss in the Depths.” 


“There’s always neo-Stain groups making a fuss in the Depths,” Izuku said dismissively. “They 
never do anything.” 


“This one could be different,” Ejiro replied. “Bloodhound gave me a warning about them 
yesterday-said the underworld’s on the move again. You know how independent she is. If it was 
something she could handle, she wouldn’t have told us at all. And if it’s got her worried...well, I 
am too. Don’t forget, of all the places Toga could be, with a group of fellow Stain-inspired 
whackos is probably one of the most likely.” 


Izuku nodded understandingly. “I'll be careful,” he promised, checking his watch. Perfect, it was 
time to go see Mina. This had worked out brilliantly. 


Izuku turned to Ejiro one last time. “Ill be back soon,” he said. “Let’s say...well, I don’t know 
how the source I’ve got is gonna respond, so I’m not sure when. But I'll be back, alright?” 


Ejiro nodded. “Dll hold down the fort,” he replied. “Don’t get yourself killed this time, yeah?” 


Izuku snorted. Then, he slipped out the front door, and was gone. 


Drinking in the silence, Ejiro rolled his eyes up to the ceiling. “Moron,” he muttered, though it was 
too fond to be an insult. Not entirely, at least. 


Halfway across the city, a figure in a cloak and a mask slipped through the strange landscape of a 
park. Hero Park, to be exact; the sprawling expanse of trees and grass at the heart of the 
Underground’s first and most beautiful level, growing strong and colorful as if to mock the far-off 
cave ceiling above them. 


At last, the figure settled onto a bench in a mostly-empty section of the park, near the base of the 
most famous landmark in the Underground: the statues of Craton and Faultline, the hero and villain 
whose battle had first carved the Underground eight decades earlier. The figure was waiting for 
someone. 


Mina stared up at the dueling statues above her; they were immense, stretching up nearly a 
hundred feet, nearly to the ceiling, which itself stretched up and up until you could almost forget 
you were underground. There was so much light, this close to the surface; it shone from immense 
spotlights, sprang from tasteful lamps dotted across this unearthly garden, gleamed from the golden 
skin of the titans who had created her whole world. She couldn’t help but be drawn to them, as the 
artist had so clearly intended. 


Immortalized in bronze and steel like this, dueling forces of nature tearing each other apart and 
creating a world in the bargain, was it any wonder that they had been declared gods after their fall? 
They were the kami of the Underground, guardian spirits whose souls infused everything around 
them. 


From this angle, beneath their golden feet, Mina could make out the faces of both hero and villain. 
Craton was exactly what all said a hero should be, in body and face; stern and fierce, humble and 
mighty, confident and utterly certain of victory, all at once. Even through the metal and dust of 
centuries, you could see it all in the set of his jaw, in the Herculean cast of his muscles; he thrust 
one fist upwards, his posture rock-solid and unbreakable, oddly reminiscent of All Might at 
Kamino. He was heroic, undoubtedly; no wonder all the surface-dwellers idolized this statue. It 
told them that they were right, that they were just, that heroes would always protect them. Stone 
had responded to his touch and his will, changing form or strength or consistency like a potter 
molded clay. Thanks to him, the Underground was stable and strong, with unshakeable walls that 
had knit themselves together at his command. 


But Faultline... Faultline’s statue was different, and it was the one Mina couldn’t look away from. 
Somehow, the long-ago artist of the centerpiece of the public Underground, the face it showed to 
the world, had managed to capture Faultline’s uniqueness; her golden-bronze skin was cracked and 
granular, the left side of her body dissolving into motionless sand. Her quirk was one of the 
strangest Mina had ever seen or heard of, and that was saying something. Faultline’s arms turned 
into earthen claws starting at the elbows, her legs to pillars of sand. The sandy nature of her skin, 
visible all over as it had been in life, suggested somehow that it might fly apart at the slightest 
motion. Faultline’s hair splayed out behind her, falling loosely down her back as she moved on the 
balls of her feet, a predator in motion; her body seemed tense, as though she was about to leap 
above her foe for a killing blow. With her body made of the earth itself, Faultline truly looked 
inhuman; half devil, half sandstorm, her eyes wild and monstrous, her snarl practically feral. In life, 
she’d torn great holes into the bowels of the earth, turning acres upon acres of stone to the same 
deadly sand she was made of in seconds. And even so, she was beautiful; perhaps it was the sight 
of a woman fighting for her life and loving every second of it that did it, or the way she and Craton 


managed, even set in thousands of tons of rock and metal, to turn the brutality of a fight to the 
death into a kind of dance, a contrast of rhythms, a crossing of limbs and lives that would never be 
matched again. 


Craton may be the god of the surface; his shrine at the base of the statues may have been the more 
attended of the two, full of offerings, tended by all. He had stabilized the Underground, made it a 
place where humans could live. But Faultline was like Mina; a monster, a criminal, something both 
less and more than human. She had shaped the Underground, blazed this trail, this way of life for 
people like her. Intentionally or not, she had given her people a home, in the tunnels she carved 
with her quirk as she fought the greatest battle Japan had ever seen. 


Mina wondered who had won in the end; the hero who fought to protect, or the villain who fought 
to live, to be seen as Human. 


A thought came to Mina as she sat down on a bench beneath the titans. She murmured, “I don’t 
know if you saved me or damned me. And I don’t know if I should thank you or hate you for it if 
you did.” 


Faultline’s statue didn’t answer. 


It wasn’t long before Mina’s solitude was shattered by the approach of a broad-shouldered figure 
wearing...a hat and thick-framed glasses? 


Mina couldn’t hold back a derisive snort as the green-haired man sat down on the bench next to 
her. “That’s your idea of a disguise, Atlas?” she demanded. 


Izuku grinned sheepishly at her from beneath those horribly ugly black glasses. “Hey, what can I 
say? It works,” he said. 


Mina made a face, even though Izuku couldn’t see it. “I sure hope it doesn’t,” she retorted. 
Izuku looked at her oddly. “What, would you rather I get recognized?” he asked. 


Rolling her eyes, Mina replied, “I almost wouldn’t mind, if it proved people weren’t stupid enough 
to let you get away with such a shitty disguise. You’re a six-foot-seven dude with bright green hair. 
How many of those exist down here?” 


Izuku shrugged. “Hey, I don’t know how it works so well, either,” he admitted. “But it works, so I 
use it. Besides, it’s not like I'll stand out next to a woman wearing a full-body cloak and a mask.” 


Mina glared at him. “I’m pretty sure I’d stand out more if I wasn’t wearing the mask,” she 
reminded him. “So unless you want the headlines tomorrow to be all about how Atlas got spotted 
with a mutant, I think I'll keep it on, thank you very much.” 


Izuku winced a little. “I wish you wouldn’t say that word like that,” he murmured. “Like you hate 
yourself.” 


Mina turned her head ever so slightly, just enough so Izuku could see the thoroughly unimpressed 
look in her eye. “Oh, save your breath,” she snorted bitterly. “I don’t hate myself. Not for being a 
mutant, at least.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow at that, at how she’d worded it, but something in Mina’s gaze told him to 
drop it, and he wisely decided not to push. Instead, he asked, “So, why did you want to meet me 
here?” 


Mina turned again, staring up at the dueling statues. “I felt bad for skipping out on you the other 
day,” she replied. “That’s it, really.” 


“Was it?” Izuku wondered. He knew Mina wouldn’t take kindly to him pushing her on it, so he 
instead chose to stay quiet. 


“Well, I appreciate it,” he told her. “It’s nice to be able to talk when one of us isn’t dying.” 


Mina laughed then, a soft, quick sound that sounded almost rusty, like she didn’t use it much. 
Izuku couldn’t help the faint smile that rose to his lips when he heard it. 


“T guess it is,” Mina agreed. “Not that I know what to talk about. It’s not like I’m a social butterfly 
or anything.” 


Izuku nodded sympathetically. “Same here,” he admitted, drawing a disbelieving look from Mina. 


“Bullshit,” she scoffed. “You’re the Number One Hero, the biggest deal in town-hell, the biggest 
deal in the whole country. You’re telling me you’ ve got as much of a social life as someone who 
literally lives in a cave?” 


Izuku nodded weakly, and Mina laughed out loud, sharp enough to startle Izuku. Weakly, he 
admitted, “I’m a bit of a workaholic, if I’m being honest. As a kid, I didn’t have a ton of friends- 
really just Ejiro...sorry, Red Riot. That’s still kinda true. Sure, a ton of people always want to 
know everything about me...but I wouldn’t call that friendship, or even really a social life.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. “You're serious,” she said. “Mr. Famous has a couple of friends, and 
that’s it? Not even some big-titted starlet on your arm?” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow, even as something in his chest twinged oddly. “What makes you think I’d 
have that?” he asked lightly. 


Mina returned the expression. “Well, seeing as you’ve apparently maintained an entirely platonic 
relationship with a very handsome hero indeed, I have to assume you prefer women,” she replied 
dryly. 


Izuku scowled, though it was clearly more humorous than anything. ““Why does everyone say 
Ejiro’s handsome?” he demanded. “It better not be the damn beard.” 


Mina chuckled. “TI hate to break it to you...but it’s the beard,” she told him. “I hate heroes, and 
even I have to admit he’s easy on the eyes.” 


Izuku rolled his eyes. Deciding to move on (and avoid answering Mina’s actual question), he 
asked, “How about you, then?” 


He got a deadpan stare that was obvious even through Mina’s mask. “Well, Mister Question 
Dodger,” she replied teasingly, “Where I come from, everyone gets divided into two groups: the 
people you’d gladly die for, and the people you couldn’t give two shits about. And I’m afraid that 
first group is awfully small for me.” 


Izuku forced himself to not feel relief at Mina’s answer. Instead, he kept up the oddly light banter 
they’d somehow found themselves falling into, responding, “And where do I fall in that division?” 


There was an odd silence. When Izuku met Mina’s eye, he found her studying him, a wary light in 
her gaze that he wasn’t sure of. 


After another moment of hesitation, she told him, “I haven’t decided yet.” 


Suddenly, both Izuku and Mina seemed to realize how loaded their conversation was becoming. 
Their last few words rang out in both of their minds, analyzed again and again. Awkwardness 
replaced the strange, easy freedom that had flowed with their words just moments earlier. They 
both fell silent, staring up at the sight of the statues that wrote their conflict in bronze. 


At last, Mina asked, “So, why did you come? I honestly wasn’t expecting you to show up.” 


Izuku gathered his thoughts, thinking of Toga and of Mina; of a monster by birth and a monster by 
choice. Which one had he come for? Both, of course. 


But as the start of their conversation came back to him, he forced himself back to business. People 
were dying, had died already, all on his watch, all because he’d failed. Toga was loose, and he 
hadn’t noticed for years. He had to stop her. 


So Izuku replied, “Mina...I need your help.” 


Mina’s eyes narrowed. Izuku hoped desperately that she wasn’t assuming all his words about there 
being no debts to repay had been lies. “Well?” she began. “What do you need from me?” 


Izuku sighed, hoping that the fragile, tenuous thing that might have turned into a friendship wasn’t 
about to break. He’d always gotten the sense that one misstep from him would send Mina running, 
and he’d never see her again. He could only hope that this wasn’t a mistake-but he had no other 
choice. 


Izuku began, “There’s a villain my agency is chasing. Her name is Himiko Toga. We think she’s 
somewhere in the Depths, but we obviously can’t go there. I was hoping you could help me find 
her.” 


Suddenly, Mina rose to her feet. “Alright, stop right there,” she snapped, her voice vibrating with 
coiled fury, and something that sounded almost regretful. “No. No, I’m not going to help you.” 


Izuku froze. This was what he’d been afraid of. Mina didn’t stop there, though. She continued, as if 
to herself, “God, I don’t know why I expected anything different from you. As soon as I start 
letting down my guard, as soon as I start wondering about you-you do exactly what heroes always 
do.” 


Izuku’s eyes widened. He said, “W-wait, I just-” 


Mina cut him off again. Her eyes were blazing behind her mask, now, and she was as angry as 
Izuku had ever seen her. “Let me make something clear, Atlas,” she spat. “I am not going to help 
you. I’m never going to help you fucking heroes do anything to my home. I’m not going to sell 
anyone out, period. I’m not an informant, or a snitch, or-or whatever you want to call it. This is 
what you heroes do, though, isn’t it? Find someone down on their luck, and offer them a choice-rot 
in jail, or betray everyone they’ ve ever known and get paid to do it.” 


Izuku watched her turn, starting to walk away. Somehow, he knew that if he didn’t think fast, this 
would be his last memory of Mina-watching her disappear, black cloak swishing in the still air, 
eyes blazing with hate. 


He said, ‘Mina, that’s not what I-” 


Mina stopped, but she didn’t turn. Softly, but with a voice like the edge of a knife, she replied, “It 
was, Izuku. It was exactly what you said. You want me to help you, a hero, hunt someone down. 


I’ve seen people I know dragged off by heroes for the same reasons, you know-they did something 
up above, and some traitor turned them in for a quick buck from the heroes. I am not gonna do that. 
Ever. And by asking, you proved you’ re not the man I was starting to actually believe you were. So 
fuck off.” 


Mina started to walk away again-only to be stopped by Izuku’s hand, landing on her shoulder. As 
desperation flooded through him, he didn’t have any other choice-his hand clenched her cloak, his 
eyes wide. 


Mina fought down a wave of panic, keeping her veins icy and her mind clear, even as it grew 
clouded and her chest began to heave. With calm she didn’t feel, she turned her head ever so 
slightly, and said, “You’ ve got three seconds to let go of me, or you lose the hand. We’re done, 
Izuku. I never should have trusted you.” 


Acid hissed through the pores in her gloves, making Izuku swallow heavily. She meant the threat, 
he knew-he had one chance to convince her. 


“Why does she only call me Izuku when she’s angry?” he wondered. 


In a voice that was deep and heavy and choked, Izuku said, “Mina, I’m not asking as a hero. I’m 
asking...I’m asking as someone who wants revenge.” 


Mina paused. The acid in her palms began to drip free, no longer hissing quite as angrily. She 
didn’t say a word. 


Taking the fact he still had two hands as permission to continue, Izuku shakily continued, “Toga... 
Toga isn’t a normal villain. She’s the last member of the League of Villains.” 


Mina’s eyes narrowed under the mask. She knew of the League, albeit only from secondhand 
sources. She also knew Atlas had history with them-history that stretched back nearly a decade. 


Izuku said, “Toga...she’s a murderer. The kind that likes killing. She-her quirk is based on blood. 
She drinks the stuff, then-then turns into whoever’s blood she drank. I was...I was fifteen the first 
time I ran into her. So were my friends. Even now, I-I sometimes have nightmares about her trying 
to stab me in the heart, wearing Ejiro’s face, or-or someone else’s. Most of my old classmates have 
nightmares like that. I...don’t hate easy, Mina. I barely hate anyone at all. But Toga? I hate her, for 
what she did to me and my friends, the fear she made us live under, where you could never be sure 
if your friend wasn’t about to try and kill you because it wasn’t your friend, and they’d...they’d 
been replaced.” 


Mina was quiet now, the acid all gone. She stood stiffly, facing away from Izuku as he spoke, as he 
bared his soul, as he told her things he’d never told another person-not even Ejiro, not even All 
Might himself. 


He continued, “Earlier today...I found out that the nightmare wasn’t over. She’s still here, in this 
city. In the city / swore to protect. She’s been killing all this time, and I...I never even noticed. 
Dozens of people, murdered because I failed them. Because even though I broke the League, I let 
her get away. Those people are dead because of my failure, Mina. Someone gave me a list of their 
names, too. I’m going to memorize every one of them-because I couldn’t protect them, so the least 
I can do is remember them. And then avenge them.” 


Still, Mina didn’t speak. Izuku didn’t know if that was good or bad. Another thought came to him, 
then, and he hoped it would be enough. 


“From what we know...she’s been targeting mutants,” Izuku added. “People the world didn’t care 
about. Not because she hated them...because they were easy prey. Because there was nobody to 
stop her. Dozens of people-people like you, Mina. She’s done more damage to the people of the 
Underground than any hero. And I’m trying to stop her.” 


Suddenly, Mina went rigid; Izuku heard her suck in a breath as she seemed to come to a decision. 
Slowly, her hand came up, fingers touching his, stroking over the back of his hand. She slowly 
wrapped her hand around his, and Izuku was torn between wanting to flinch and being fascinated 
by the texture of her skin; soft and gentle and hard all at once, as though calluses had formed on 
skin that was softer than any human’s should have ever been. Ever so gently, Mina lifted Izuku’s 
hand from her shoulder and dropped it, freeing her once again. 


And then, out of nowhere, she whirled, making Izuku stumble back as he came face-to-face with 
those blazing golden eyes once again. 


“How long has she been here?” Mina demanded, her voice hard and steady. “How long has she 
been in this fucking city?” 


Izuku blinked in confusion, taken aback by the sudden reversal. 


“How long?” Mina repeated, her voice dipping towards a growl as she stalked closer, jabbing a 
finger towards Izuku. 


Eyes wide, Izuku stammered, “S-seven years or so. Probably eight.” 


There was a pause, a hesitation of the barest fractions of a second. In the deepest, most guarded 
parts of her mind, Mina thought, “That timeline...it lines up with-” 


“Alright, here’s the rules,” she heard herself say. “You’re coming with me, alone, and we’re 
leaving now. You should be good without the disguise, thank God. Most people down there will 
have never seen you, or even a picture. They know you by the costume and the reputation. You 
stick close to me, and do not use your quirk. Period. If you do, I'll probably kill you myself.” 


As suddenly as she’d whirled the first time, Mina did it again. She took three steps, then paused to 
stare over her shoulder. 


“You coming or not?” she demanded, her voice clipped as though she were distracted-and she was, 
with the pain of old wounds suddenly ripping open. 


She hoped against hope it wasn’t true, that she could cling to the fanciful dreams of what had 
happened. But it fit, and if it was true... 


Izuku just stared at her for a second. “You-you’re gonna help?” he asked, stupidly. 


Mina glared at him. “Yes,” she confirmed. “Even though I shouldn’t. Even though there’s a pretty 
damn good chance it’ ll just get me killed along with you.” 


Izuku frowned. “Why?” he asked. 


Mina smiled, and there was not a single drop of humor in it. There was murder in her eyes. 
“Because, it’s the first time I’ve ever seen the mighty Atlas admit to being less than perfect, and I 
have to admit, I’m a little intrigued,” she replied. “Besides...if what you told me is true, then I’m 
not doing this for you. I’m doing this for myself.” 


"What's our plan once we get down there?" Izuku asked. 


Mina turned away from him, her whole being straining at her to move. She could only think of one 
person she could go to. It would be awkward, and she'd have to dredge up a Jot of old hurts...but 
she had no other choice. Besides, if her suspicions were true...they had a right to know. 


She answered, "I'm gonna call in a favor or two from an old friend." 


Izuku looked unsure for a moment, but he didn’t have time for second thoughts. Taking a deep 
breath, he began to follow Mina towards the Depths. Overhead, the twin statues continued their 
war, on and on into eternity. 
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Mina took Izuku into the smuggler’s tunnels again; he should probably have been more surprised 
at the fact they extended even to the first level, but in all honesty, it made sense. No part of the 
Underground was free of crime, not even the parts it tried so desperately to isolate from the rest. 
Judging by how easily Mina seemed to navigate the winding, confusing, poorly lit tunnels, she was 
probably part of that. 


Izuku had worked in the Underground for years, and spent much of that chasing criminals through 
tangled streets and dense knots of tunnels just like these, and he stil] became hopelessly lost within 
just a few minutes. Only Mina’s hand, clutching his, kept him on track as they made their way 
downwards for two hours. Izuku wasn’t quite sure why he found himself enjoying the touch as 
much as he did. 


As the tunnels grew narrower and the already-sparse lights were winnowed down to one measly 
bulb perhaps every six hundred feet, Izuku figured they had to be getting close to the bottom of the 
“official” Underground. That made him think of the vast scale of the city whose hum he could 
almost feel through the rock around him, like the heartbeat of a sleeping god. Tens of thousands of 
people, living in caverns and caves that could swallow cathedrals-to say nothing of the shadow city 
beneath, which some estimates claimed was three times the size of the one above. It made Izuku 
like an ant in a nest, meaningless in comparison. 


If Mina felt the same, she didn’t show it. She was perfectly silent as she moved through the 
tunnels, seemingly navigating on pure memory. 


When the silence finally became unbearable, Izuku broke it. “Where are we going again?” he asked 
softly. 


Mina’s reply was blunt and curt, if not quite as openly hostile as it had been. She told him, “Well, 


we can’t just start wandering around until we find your serial killer. We need to figure out if there 
are any leads. And if there’s someone you need to find down here...there’s only one person I can 
think to go to. An old friend.” 


“Some sort of information broker?” Izuku guessed. 


Mina shook her head, chuckling, and Izuku tried to ignore just how musical her laugh was. “No, 
no,” she corrected him, “there’s a few of those types down here, but they’d all attack you. Being 
known by the Number One Hero is bad for business. We’re going to the only person who might 
know and won’t try to kill you on sight.” 


Izuku blinked. Ignoring the seemingly casual way Mina talked about his death, he asked, “What 
makes this person different, then? Why won’t they try and kill me on sight?” 


As they turned right at an intersection, finding a tunnel that sloped down at an angle nearly too 
steep to walk, Mina huffed, “You sure do like asking questions, don’t you?” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “When they concern my chances of survival, you bet I do,” he replied 
dryly. 


Mina paused for a second. She looked back at him, eyes twinkling under her mask, which she’d 
refused to take off, even in the tunnels. She said, “You know, I think that’s the first time you’ ve 
ever been sarcastic to me. I didn’t think you were capable of it.” 


Izuku found himself surprised. He’d responded without even thinking about his tone, and pure 
instinct had drawn out the wit he was most comfortable letting loose around Ejiro or his other 
friends from UA. Had something about Mina managed to make him drop his guard enough to 
respond like that? He tried to open his mouth, probably to awkwardly stammer a response, but 
Mina just rolled her eyes at him. 


“Idiot,” she said, though there was little force behind it. “Forget I said anything.” 


Izuku was all too happy to oblige. Still, curiosity, mixed with the ingrained need to know the plan 
before taking risks-an instinct Eraserhead had, sometimes literally, beaten into him-continued to 
gnaw at him. 


“So,” he asked as they headed deeper into this last tunnel, a long, twisting trek that seemed to go on 
forever. “How do you know this person, exactly?” 


Once again, Mina sighed. “Like I said. They’re an old friend of mine,” she replied, clearly trying to 
dodge the conversation. 


Concern made Izuku less cautious than he probably should have been. He said, “I thought you 
preferred to be alone.” 


Mina turned her head ever so slightly, just enough to glare at him out of the corner of her eye. “T 
do,” she agreed. “That’s why I live in a cave.” 


Izuku hesitated for half a second. Then, he softly asked, “But...you have friends? People you 
trust?” 


Mina’s eyes darkened, and for half a second, Izuku wanted to slap himself. It seemed like he had a 
bad habit of crossing the exact lines that Mina didn’t want him to, without even meaning to. 


Then, Mina turned away from him-perhaps so he couldn’t see the sudden pain that flashed in her 


eyes. “There’s a reason I called them an old friend, Izuku,” she muttered. 


Izuku’s heart twinged, and part of him wanted to drop it right there. But he couldn’t; the new 
questions Mina’s response had raised were too important, too dangerous. He asked, “So...are you 
sure it’s safe, then?” 


Mina snorted. “News flash, Izuku: nowhere down here is safe. Especially not for you,” she told 
him. 


“That’s not what I meant,” Izuku replied. “I just want to know...how do you know the person 
we’re going to see is trustworthy?” 


Mina came to a halt in the middle of the narrow tunnel, so quickly Izuku nearly fell into her as he 
scrambled to stop as well. She whirled on him, gold eyes sparking. 


“You and your damn questions,” she said dangerously. “Listen, I don’t know, okay? I haven’t 
talked to them in six fucking years, alright? And we didn’t exactly part on great terms. So yeah, 
there’s a non-zero chance they’II take one look at us and try to kill us, but guess what? We don’t 
have another fucking choice.” 


“Six years?” Izuku thought. “What happened? How did she end up so isolated for so long?” 


He couldn’t imagine what Mina must have been through. He was pretty sure they were the same 
age, so she must have been entirely alone since she was eighteen at /east. Izuku couldn’t fathom 
how she’d survived so well, or become so skilled with her quirk. 


Despite the confusion and concern whirling in his chest, Izuku kept his voice level as he said, 
“You didn’t mention that part earlier.” 


Mina stepped closer, hooked horns jutting towards Izuku’s face. “Of course I didn’t,” she snapped 
back. “It was none of your business.” 


Izuku shot back, “You doing this might get both of us killed. I’m pretty sure that’s my business!” 


Mina jabbed a finger into Izuku’s chest, the shock of the contact nearly making Izuku stagger. The 
last time she’d willingly touched him, it had been taking his hand off her shoulder, when he’d 
thought she would burn him alive. 


“Listen to me,” Mina snarled, her eyes burning with anger. “I owe you nothing. Not an 
explanation, not my life story, nothing. You agreed to this when you followed me down here. I 
know exactly how risky what I’m doing is, and I do not need you complaining and arguing with 
everything I do.” 


Izuku could barely breathe. Mina was glaring deep into his eyes, and it felt like he would burn up if 
he didn’t look away from those searing gold irises. Even so, something in his chest couldn’t be 
stopped. He whispered, “It’s your life too, Mina. I don’t want you to die for me.” 


Mina held his gaze for a moment longer, and finally stepped back. It felt as if a lead weight had 
suddenly slipped from Izuku’s chest. Without hesitating, Mina spun back around and continued 
moving, motioning for Izuku to follow. Knowing not to push his luck, Izuku followed without a 
word. 


They’d barely gotten moving again before Mina spoke once more, though. Quietly, almost under 
her breath, Mina muttered, “I’m as confident as I can be that this won’t get us killed, Izuku.” 


Izuku hesitated once again, but curiosity pushed him forward. “Why?” he asked. Before Mina even 
answered, they reached the end of the tunnel. It looked like a dead end at first, but upon closer 
inspection...there was a strange mechanism attached to a support beam. Mina hit the mechanism, 
and the solid rock wall ground apart into the surrounding walls on squeaky, rusted rollers, 
revealing a darker, narrower tunnel beyond, one with a faint red glow at the end. A secret entrance 
to the Depths. 


Under her mask, Mina scowled, though it was a nervous expression, one rife with pain and 
vulnerability. “Because,” she replied. “The person I want to talk to...they’re the closest thing I 
have to family. The closest thing Jeft, anyway.” 


Without another word, Mina slipped forwards, into the darkness. After a second’s hesitation, Izuku 
followed her. Behind them, the tunnel ground shut again, as if the earth had swallowed them 
whole. 


A few minutes later, Izuku and Mina finally came out of the tunnel, finding themselves on a 
narrow, jagged ledge on the edge of the strangest sight Izuku had ever seen: the Depths itself. 


The tunnel was little more than a crack in the wall compared to the cavern that yawned open in 
front of him. This cavern was far different from the ones Izuku was used to, though; instead of flat, 
man-made cities in the model of the ones aboveground, the Depths was a mess, a chaotic riot of 
shapes looming in the dim, reddish light. There were half a hundred different levels, some linked 
by rickety bridges, others isolated and standing alone around a tiny stretch of flatter ground, usually 
in the corners or carved into the sides of the cavern. The floor below was dotted with deadly- 
looking stalagmites, forcing structures to wind and clump in the stretches of empty ground. 
Stalactites ranging in size from a few feet to a hundred meters studded the roof, like the blade of a 
guillotine hanging above people’s daily lives. In places, spires of rock thicker and taller than 
skyscrapers came together, forming mighty columns that held the whole cavern up. Some of these 
were festooned in small, crudely-made structures, too, like posters stuck to telephone poles-except 
these were not posters but neighborhoods, whole communities surviving precariously above 
hundred-foot drops. 


It was hard to see all this, though, because of how dark it was. Clearly, most of the people here 
lacked reliable electricity. There was still some light-regions of the cavern were cast in soft, 
unearthly glows by odd luminescent objects that resembled mushrooms, others dripped with stolen 
emergency lamps from the tunnels above, or shone with spotlights running off of the occasional 
generator-these last few must have been responsible for the haze of dirty smoke that drifted over 
the whole cavern in places. Still more were entirely dark, though 


Izuku had never seen a bigger, more chaotic, or more desperate-looking place in his life. He knew 
the Depths were dangerous and unsafe, a place beyond the reach of any law, where infrastructure 
was nonexistent and people more or less lived by whatever means they could get their hands on... 
but he’d never seen it. Not like this. 


Mina stepped up beside him, eyes glittering with what might have been bitter amusement at the 
look on Izuku’s face. 


“Here you are, Izuku,” she said mockingly. “Home sweet home.” 


Slowly, Izuku turned to her. Mina still hadn’t removed her mask or cloak-it seemed she preferred to 
hide, even here. He said, “I...[ hadn’t realized how big it was.” 


Mina snorted, though her eyes seemed distant. “This isn’t even close to the biggest cavern,” she 


told him. It seemed impossible-the cave was so vast, the far end of it vanished into haze and 
darkness, with only the occasional glimmering light to show that something existed that far out. 
“There’s three others that are around this size or bigger. Those are the ones you abovegrounders 
call the levels of the Depths. The tunnels between them stretch on for miles. Most of them are full 
of people. In-between, there’s hundreds of smaller galleries-maybe thousands. I don’t know how 
far they go. I doubt anyone does.” 


Izuku couldn’t imagine it. If he felt like an ant compared to the size of the Underground, he felt 
like a speck of dust next to the Depths-he couldn’t wrap his head around something that big. 


“H-how many people?” he heard himself ask. Mina simply shrugged in response. 


“Most of them aren’t mutants,” she added, pre-empting the next question Izuku had been about to 
ask. “We’re not common, even down here. Plenty of the people here are garden-variety lowlives-or 
people the abovegrounders don’t want. Outsiders, outcasts, those with non-mutant quirks that are 
still too disturbing or dangerous for your delicate standards. No, better throw those people out too.” 


Izuku flinched at the bitterness in Mina’s voice, and because her words were true. He knew it 
firsthand-quirkless people, abandoned by their families, locked out of nearly every job, dismissed 
as worthless to society-ended up here, too. If he hadn’t gotten One For All, who knew where he 
would have gone? 


Izuku chanced a look down at the floor of the cavern, where the vast majority of the rickety, 
haphazardly built structures were. He saw the only way down-a series of huge blocks of stone 
jutting from the cliff they stood atop, too far apart to walk between; the only thing he could think 
to do was jumping between them. He knew he could make it, but why was that the only way down 
from this entrance? Were the people here really capable of making such impossible leaps, when 
most heroes he knew would struggle? 


Mina seemed content to let Izuku stew for a while, but at last, she said more softly, “Let’s get 
moving. This is the cavern where our target lives.” 


Izuku looked at her curiously. “I thought you said you hadn’t seen them in years,” he said. “How 
do you know that they live here?” 


Mina met his gaze with the barest ghost of a smirk on her face, though it seemed distant, distracted. 
“Because,” she replied. “He’s got a bit of a reputation. Tracking him is as easy as knowing where 
the gangs that control this place are running scared.” 


Izuku frowned. “He’s a vigilante, then?” he asked, noting that this was the first time Mina had 
mentioned her old friend’s gender. Mina shrugged. 


“If you wanna slap a hero word on it, I guess so, yeah,” she agreed. “I doubt he’d be thrilled to hear 
you call him that, though.” 


Izuku nodded. “I'll keep that in mind when we meet him,” he replied. 


Mina snorted. “Jf we meet him,” she corrected. “If he sees us and doesn’t feel like talking, there’s 
no way we’re escaping.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. Trying not to sound arrogant, he retorted, “Uh, I don’t know if you recall, 
but I’m the best hero around. I feel like I’ve got a decent chance.” 


Mina stared at him for a moment, utterly silent. Then, she laughed out loud. Izuku watched 
incredulously as she bent over double in her mirth. 


Once she’d regained control of herself, Mina stood back up, wiping away a tear. She finally met 
his eye again, and replied, “Let me give you a piece of advice. The man we’re going to meet is one 
of the two or three most dangerous people I’ve met, ever. You...you’re maybe fifth on that list. I 
don’t know if you could take him...but judging by how much you struggled to catch me, I doubt 
it.” 


Izuku winced. “Fair point,” he admitted. “I do have to say, though, you’re really not filling me with 
confidence here.” 


Mina took a few steps forwards, away from Izuku. Reaching the edge of the cliff, she turned back 
to face him. For a moment, he could only stare; the fuzzy glow of the Depths framed the dark, 
ragged cloak around her shoulders perfectly, turning her body into an indistinct dark shape outlined 
against the cavern behind. The contrast made her golden eyes seem to shine like beacons, brighter 
than anything Izuku had ever seen. They seared into him, leaving him speechless at the sheer Jife 
they radiated. 


“Good,” Mina told him. “Down here, you should never be confident of anything.” 


With that, she spread her arms wide, and tilted backwards over the cliff. Izuku watched with wide 
eyes as she fell down, sprinting forwards far too slowly. He reached the edge just in time to watch 
Mina dig her acid-soaked hands and feet into the jagged wall of the cliff, letting her skid her way 
down to the next flat patch carved from the cliff face. 


The moment she reached it, she looked up at him with twinkling eyes that seemed to mock the 
fading echoes of fear in his chest. “Well?” she called. “You coming or not?” 


Izuku sighed. He’d gotten himself into this, he supposed. Nothing to do now but finish it. With the 
low hum and crackle of lightning, he leaped off the cliff, too. 


Just a few minutes later, Izuku and Mina were striding through the busiest part of the Depths 
they’d seen yet. People walked between rickety shacks, some made of junk materials or scavenged 
objects, others seemingly carved into the rock itself, and many somewhere in between. It was 
unmistakably a city every bit as large as the one above-just with no law and no way to build other 
than with whatever people could get their hands on. 


Speaking of those people, Izuku had to fight the urge to stare. Some people wore full-body cloaks 
and masks like Mina; these, she and Izuku gave a wide berth, an action reciprocated by the mystery 
figures. Others seemed far less concerned with concealment; Izuku saw plenty of mutants 
wandering around with little fear, though many seemed even more destitute than the majority of 
their compatriots. Cat heads, power tool limbs, snake hair, gills, and more; the sheer variety on 
display down here was stunning to Izuku. 


As they wandered through an area that seemed to be something approximating a market, Mina 
noticed him staring at one woman whose lower face was taken up by a pair of clicking mouthparts 
that seemingly belonged to some nightmarish insect. She softly said, “Those are the lucky ones.” 


“The lucky ones?” Izuku echoed questioningly, doing his best to not look too out of place in what 
felt like a whole different world than the one he’d lived in his whole life. 


Beneath her cloak, Mina nodded. “Yeah. Their mutations are minor enough that they can at least 
live openly down here,” she explained. “The abovegrounders may see us all as the same, but 
they’re wrong. Down here...well, the more mutated you are, the shittier your life, basically. 
Nobody here cares that much if you’ ve got, like, weird-looking skin or metal bits sticking out of 


you or stuff like that. Full-body animal hybrids have it worse. And if you’re really unlucky...you 
come out like I did. Not even human-looking anymore.” 


The bitterness and pain in her voice was so thick, Izuku imagined he could have touched it. His 
vast knowledge on quirks, gained in the dark days of childhood when he thought learning about 
them would let him get one somehow, honed into a professional skill that let him analyze and 
strategize faster than any other hero in Japan, confirmed what Mina had told him. The idea of there 
being “hierarchies” of mutant quirks had existed for years aboveground, as something between 
ingrained social truth and pseudoscientific theory. Some mutants weren’t treated as badly-those 
with quirks that were simply too useful to be dismissed, or whose quirks somehow drew people to 
them because of some societal factor, mostly. This latter group were those with flight quirks, or 
those who somehow “looked cool,” a fact that was as sad as it was undeniable. Sometimes, the 
vanity and obsession with visual appearance that had infused aboveground society were simply too 
blatant to ignore. The third group of mutants that could sometimes be treated differently than all 
the others, though, was somehow worse. If you were a woman with a mutant quirk, especially an 
animal one...well. Somebody somewhere probably got off to that. 


Nearly as soon as that dark thought passed through Izuku’s mind, his eyes landed on a building 
near the corner of two “streets” that were really just mostly-clear tracks between ramshackle shops. 
The structure was larger and seemingly better-built than most others, though that wasn’t what was 
so distracting about it. No, that was the woman out front, wearing an outfit that would have bared 
just about all the skin she had...had she not had thick orange-and-white fur from head to toe, and a 
face that somehow landed squarely between human and feline, complete with long whiskers and 
pointed ears on top of her head. She winked seductively at Izuku, who was now entirely certain just 
what kind of establishment it was. 


Izuku had already started to look away, his face turning red, when Mina chuckled, grabbing him by 
the wrist and turning him the other direction as they passed the building. “Oh no you don’t,” she 
said, her voice half teasing and half serious. “Let’s not go there.” 


Izuku snorted. “I wasn’t planning to,” he replied. 
“Of course not,” Mina agreed. “Gotta protect your innocence.” 
Izuku raised an eyebrow. “Jnnocence?” he repeated. “You think I’m innocent?” 


Mina nodded. “Yep,” she replied, the mischievous tone in her voice turning the last letter into a 
popping sound. “I’m pretty sure you’re some sort of maiden who fans herself when people talk 
about sex. If I don’t lead you away from that brothel, who knows what could happen? You could 
get corrupted!” 


Izuku snorted dismissively. He may not have been the type for casual hookups like many of his old 
classmates had become, but he’d spent the last decade in close proximity to Ejirou Kirishima. He 
definitely wasn’t innocent. “First you assume I’m some sort of playboy, and now you think ’ma 
blushing virgin?” he asked. “Which is it?” 


“T mean, you’ve got the blushing part down,” Mina pointed out, gesturing at his face. Izuku’s eyes 
widened, and he only got redder. 


“Ha ha, very funny,” he muttered. Mina just snickered as they turned the corner and the building in 
question vanished from sight. 


Somewhere in the back of his head, Izuku noticed that Mina never looked right at the brothel, and 
even when talking about it, there was something angry in her eyes that seemed to strain at its leash. 


He wondered why. 


Soon, they found another intersection; this time, there were fewer buildings around, though these 
were larger, and somewhat better made. Of course, that just meant that they were made of stone 
with mostly-intact roofs and windows, rather than jumbled assortments of wood and metal and 
plastic. 


Gesturing for Izuku to follow, Mina slipped into a narrow space between two shops directly across 
from the largest of these buildings, which had a surprisingly artistic sign declaring it to be the best 
bar in the Depths. Somehow, Izuku doubted that advertising. 


As soon as he was hidden in the alley alongside Mina, Izuku asked, “So, is your old friend in 
there?” 


“Maybe,” Mina replied. “Not sure yet. But if he’s anywhere in this part of the cavern, he’s here.” 
Izuku raised an eyebrow. “How do you know that?” he asked. 


Mina turned her head away from where she’d been watching the front of the bar to glare at him. “TI 
know these things, idiot,” she replied. 


When Izuku just kept looking at her expectantly, she sighed and explained, “That bar is the local 
headquarters for the Claws, one of the most powerful gangs in this part of the Depths; one of the 
nastiest, too. Basically this whole cavern is their territory. If they’ ve done anything fucked up to 
anyone recently-and knowing the Claws, they absolutely have-then he’ll be here soon. Hell, he 
might already be here.” 


Izuku nodded to himself, filing away that information for later. “So, it’s a stakeout, then?” he said. 


“Call it whatever you want,” Mina answered, waving a hand dismissively. “Personally, I prefer 
“sitting back and enjoying the show.” 


For a few minutes, they waited silently, concealed from view inside the alleyway. As time dragged 
on, Izuku found himself wondering if Mina was really right. At least, until there was a shout from 
inside the bar. Instantly, Mina and Izuku were scrambling back to their feet. 


A thought struck Izuku, and he asked softly, “So...what does the guy we’re looking for look like?” 


Even though Izuku couldn’t see her face, he could hear the grin on Mina’s lips as she replied, 
“Your worst nightmare.” 


Then, something in the building in front of them moved. Suddenly, Izuku heard more shouting, and 
saw shapes clashing through the cloudy glass windows, like shadow puppets on the wall. 
Unmistakable sounds of fighting came through the stone walls. Around them, every single person 
Izuku could see scattered instantly, vanishing so quickly, he knew it was a survival instinct, born of 
years of dodging gang wars and battles in the lawless caverns. In seconds, the whole street was a 
ghost town, save for Izuku and Mina. 


Izuku felt Mina’s hand across his chest, and realized that he’d begun to step forward out of the 
alley without even realizing it. As he turned his head questioningly towards the cloaked woman, 
she shook her head silently. 


“Heroes,” she scoffed. “Please, he doesn’t need your help.” 


“You’re sure he’s okay?” Izuku asked worriedly, his mind racing with calculations based on the 


loudness of the fight, the size of the building, and the number of figures he could see moving 
behind the windows. “He’s stuck in there with...ten gangsters, at least.” 


Mina snorted softly, as the fighting grew more intense. Inside the low stone building, the sound of 
shattering wood and screams of pain and fear could be heard. It sounded somewhere between a bar 
fight and a villain takedown, and it took every fiber of Izuku’s body to stop him from charging into 
the fray. 


There was a particularly loud cry, and then a man was flung through the roof, the thin metal 
tearing around his body as he landed with a thud on the rock outside. He didn’t get up, and his soft 
groans were audible even from where Izuku and Mina were. 


Mina’s grin was brutal and a little savage as she told him, “Please, he’s not stuck in there with 
them.” 


The yells of anger had mostly subsided by now, replaced by shrieks of terror. As Izuku watched, 
two men burst through the front door of the building, eyes wide in fear, sprinting as quickly as they 
could. 


It wasn’t fast enough. Two odd, bizarrely shaped limbs shot out from within the building, wrapping 
around the men as if they were rubber before slamming them together, once, twice, three times. As 
soon as they stopped moving, they were dumped unceremoniously on the ground, unable to move. 


At last, Mina finished, “They’re stuck in there with him.” 


As soon as she finished speaking, the door opened once again, revealing the man behind the 
violence. Izuku’s eyes widened as he was outlined by the red light streaming from the building. In 
one hand, he effortlessly carried a full-grown man by the neck; his left hand was draped 
protectively around two young children, siblings by the look of it, who were clinging to each other 
and trembling. 


But his other arms were splayed freely-for he had six, three on either side. There might have been 
more-Izuku saw the ends of those arms shifting and bubbling, as though reabsorbing previous 
appendages. The man was immense, taller than Izuku and even broader, which was saying 
something. Looming from the darkness, backlit by the doorway, he was an imposing figure, even 
in a simple muscle shirt and cargo pants. 


But that wasn’t why his mere presence made Izuku’s heart skip a few frantic beats. No, that was 
because of his face. 


The man’s mouth was an immense gash across the lower half of his face. It stretched impossibly 
wide, with bulging lips that turned up in the corners like he was smiling evilly. As he let out a 
breath, panting from exertion, Izuku got a glimpse of jagged teeth and grinding plates, like some 
unearthly mix of man and sea creature. 


Clearly, this man was a mutant of the highest class; he was less blatantly alien than Mina, perhaps, 
but there was no hiding what he was. His immense height and bulk, his multiplying, extending 
arms that turned him into a one-man army, and his terrifying face...for a moment, Izuku 
understood why those at the dawn of the superhuman age had feared mutation quirks so much. It 
had been men like this that they feared. Even just standing in the middle of an empty street, this 
man radiated power, his head held high and his body relaxed in a way almost no resident of the 
Depths ever was. Of course he would be relaxed-he had nothing to fear, not down here, in his 
world. 


The man’s eyes landed on Mina and Izuku, who had stepped out into the street, and his mouth 
tightened into a dangerous grimace. There was only a single shallow cut on his cheek-after taking 
on ten men single-handedly. And as Izuku watched, that cut sealed itself shut, not even leaving a 
scar. 


“Regeneration?” Izuku thought worriedly. “What the hell is his quirk?” 
“Who the hell are you guys?” the immense man called out, eyes hard and deadly. 


Izuku opened his mouth, but thought better of it. He held himself rigidly, sizing up the colossal 
mutant, wondering if things were about to turn ugly. 


But then, Mina simply removed her mask. 


Instantly, the man’s face went pale, his monstrous jaw hanging open as he stared at Mina’s face. 
She looked sorrowful, without a trace of the anger or bitterness or even the wariness she wore so 
often. Her eyes swam with weak light. 


“M-Mina?” he gasped, disbelief plain in his voice. “It...it is you.” 
“Hey, Mezou,” Mina said quietly. “Long time, no see, huh?” 


Once he’d recovered from his apparent shock, the man, Mezou, just held her gaze, the look on his 
face utterly unreadable. There was hope there, and shock, and... joy? All of it was held in check, 
though, tempered by steely-eyed caution. “I guess it has been,” he said slowly. ““What...five years 
now? Six?” 


Mina nodded, her face almost regretful. “I know,” she admitted. “I never meant to stay away so 
long. I think-“ 


Mezou held up one of his extra hands, stopping Mina in her tracks. His eyes were still steely, 
though they looked troubled, as if he wasn’t quite sure how to react to Mina’s presence yet. “Look, 
it’s great to see you and everything,” he told her, “but I do have to ask: why are you here?” 


Mina’s face didn’t change, no matter the fact that she could smell the ozone beginning to radiate 
off of Izuku, as though he was preparing for a fight. 


Clutching Izuku’s wrist tight as a warning, Mina said, “It’s important, Mezou. Do you have time to 
talk?” 


Mezou didn’t reply for a moment. He looked down at the trembling children by his side, then at 
the unconscious man in his grip, then back up at the hooded woman in front of him, who stood 
absurdly in front of the powerfully built green-haired man who looked ready to fight him. 


“Who’s the abovegrounder?” Mezou asked, raising another one of his many arms to point squarely 
at Izuku’s face. 


Izuku’s eyes widened. He spluttered, “Hang on, how do you know-” 


Mina and Mezou shot him the exact same unimpressed look. “It’s not hard to tell, buddy,” Mezou 
told him dryly. “You look like a fish out of water.” 


Mina made an agreeing sound, leaving Izuku to sigh in defeat as she turned back to Mezou. 


“You’re not gonna believe this,” Mina said with a hint of humor, “but he’s the Number One Hero. 


I saved his life and now I can’t get rid of him. He’s like a big sad puppy.” 


Mezou stared at her with an expression made inscrutable by his inhuman face. It might have been 
incredulous or disbelieving; Izuku certainly wouldn’t have blamed him. 


“Are you serious?” Mezou asked. 
Mina nodded. “Look, you know I wouldn’t lie to you, not about this,” she told him. 


Mezou seemed to accept that, albeit reluctantly. Slowly, he shifted his gaze to Izuku. Eyes appeared 
on his lower arms, replacing his hands. Izuku could only stare in shock as those arms multiplied 
outwards into long tentacles, bringing extra eyes even closer to examine him. He found himself 
standing straighter, tingles running down his spine under that multi-eyed gaze 


At last, Mezou’s expression shifted, and he looked back at Mina. “You’re shitting me,” he said. 
“This is Atlas? I thought he’d be, I don’t know...scarier.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow as Mina’s head swiveled towards him, her expression somewhere between 
a wince and a smirk. 


“Tt’s not worth trying to respond to that, is it?” Izuku said in a long-suffering voice. Mina nodded. 


Refocusing on Mezou, Izuku sighed and nodded. He still didn’t know if this was going to end 
badly...maybe he should try to keep Mina out of it. “Yes, I’m Atlas,” he confirmed, voice steady 
and even. “I need your help.” 


Izuku’s attempt to keep Mina from getting hurt backfired as Mezou snorted, crossing his two lower 
sets of arms over his enormous chest. “If it’s just him, you already know what my answer will be,” 
he said, speaking to Mina. He didn’t even spare a second glance for Izuku. 


Mina shook her head, shooting a brief annoyed glare at Izuku to let him know she did not 
appreciate his input. “We need your help, Mezou,” she corrected. “I’m helping with this.” 


Mezou’s arms remained crossed. Suddenly, his eyes sparked dangerously. “I wasn’t aware you’d 

started helping heroes,” he said evenly. The air was suddenly full of menace. Instinctively, Izuku 
knew this was it; if Mina couldn’t answer him, Mezou would attack them. Lightning threatened to 
flicker to life around him, and it took all the willpower Izuku had to suppress it. 


Mina’s eyes were every bit as deadly as Mezou’s as he met his gaze. “Believe me, Mezou, I am not 
snitching, or turning on anyone, or doing anything like that,” she said, slowly and forcefully. “I’m 
helping him because...because what he’s trying to do helps us, too.” 


“Oh?” Mezou asked. “And how exactly does letting At/as run around down here help us?” 


Mina took a deep breath. She didn’t want to say her suspicions, not in front of Izuku. She’d just told 
him he had no right to know about her past, and she’d meant it. But this wasn’t about him. This 

was about getting Mezou to help them with their one shot at actually finding out what had 
happened...and if the voice whispering dark fears in her mind was right, their one shot at getting 
revenge.” 


“We think we know what happened to him, Mezou,” Mina said quietly. 


Mezou’s face barely changed-but Mina knew him too well to fall for the poker face. She saw the 
ever-so-slight widening of his eyes, the way his inhuman lips twitched dangerously. 


Mezou stalked closer, covering the breadth of the empty street in just a few steps. He leaned in 
close to Mina and Izuku, reminding Izuku of just how tall he was. Mezou must have been over 
seven feet tall-he towered over even Izuku, who had become accustomed to being among the tallest 
people in any room he’d ever been in. The combination of hitting his growth spurt and One For 
All’s influence had seen to that. 


“Mina, you better not be making this up,” Mezou said, speaking with a voice that somehow mixed 
warning and menace and... pleading? “If you’re talking about...about him, please tell me you’ re 
not lying.” 


Mina’s voice was sharp as she snapped back, “I would never lie, not about this. Never, Mezou.” 


Mezou drew himself up to his full height, and let out a deep breath. He looked like he’d come to a 
decision at last. 


All of a sudden, Mezou leaned down and whispered something to the children by his side. They 
nodded slowly at whatever he told them. They sprinted off, presumably heading home. Then, 
Mezou unceremoniously dropped the gangster in his clutches, who had begun to turn purple from 
lack of oxygen. He collapsed to the ground like so much garbage. 


Then, Mezou stared at Mina and Izuku with an expression of guarded interest, mixed with the pain 
of old wounds twinging. He told them, “Come with me. Let’s talk.” 
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Mezou led them through winding, chaotic streets to a small building that was little more than a 
hole carved into the base of one of the giant stalactites that dotted the Depths. Hidden by several 
larger structures and nearly invisible from the outside, Izuku recognized it as a simple bolt-hole 
right away. It made sense that someone like Mezou would have a series of small, well-hidden 
bases that could serve as refuges or resupply points. It spoke to a practical, intelligent side of the 
man that might not be evident from his initial hulking appearance. 


Izuku had already known he was dealing with something other than a garden-variety criminal here- 
the way Mezou had effortlessly dispatched an entire gang while barely breaking a sweat was proof 
of that-but the way he swiftly ushered his guests into the small, rough-carved room, sealed the 
door behind them, and sprawled himself across a plain chair with all the languid menace of an apex 
predator was yet another reminder that this was a vigilante in a place where there were no heroes to 
aspire to. 


Mezou’s eyes seemed to flicker in the faint, homely glow of the overhead light as he stared at Mina 
and Izuku, who slipped into chairs across from Mezou, separated by the small table that was about 
the only other piece of furniture in the bolt-hole. His inhuman jaw seemed set firmly, and the three 
sets of arms crossed over his chest made Izuku think, bizarrely, of an intertwined net of sturdy 
rope. 


One of those hands dipped into a pocket in the enormous cargo shorts he wore, pulling out a 
nondescript brown box. Mezou opened it without even sparing the hands doing so a glance, 
revealing thick, crude cigars. With all the panache of a mafioso, he pulled one out, produced a 
lighter from a different pocket, and lit it. 


As Izuku fought back a gag from the sudden, overpowering stench, Mina simply frowned. “You’re 
still doing that shit?” she asked. “I thought your...I thought you stopped.” 


Izuku noted the abrupt correction, though he had no idea why Mina seemed so hesitant. Mezou 
rolled his eyes. Through clamped teeth, he muttered, “Why do you think I’m doing it here?” 


Mina nodded, but before she could speak, Izuku coughed out, “Seriously, what’s up with that stuff? 


I can’t imagine what it’s doing to your lungs.” 
Mina gave a snort of amusement, surprising Izuku. Mezou, though, shot Izuku a hateful glare. 


“T have a regeneration quirk, you half-brained hero. I can literally just grow new lungs whenever I 
want. Now, do us both a favor, and shut up,” he demanded. Izuku obliged, figuring it was best to 
avoid pissing off the only man who could help him. 


Strangely, Mina came to his defense. “He may be half-brained, but he has a point,” she replied. 
“You may be immune to cancer, but we’re not. Put that shit out or P'll melt it.” 


Mezou glared at her, but Mina met his gaze without flinching, acid bubbling from her fingertips. 
Izuku couldn’t quite get over how strange it was to see her face-she’d removed her cloak, mask, 
and even her gloves, revealing a tight-fitting black outfit reminiscent of a jumpsuit underneath. 
Clearly, whatever her relationship to Mezou had been, she felt comfortable enough around him to 
show her face. Izuku wondered why that thought made him force down a spark of jealousy. 


Eventually, Mezou sighed, removing the cigar and stubbing it out before tossing it away. “I see you 
still haven’t changed,” he grumbled. “I swear, every time I went for one of those, you’d take me to 
task.” 


Mina grinned, eyes sparkling playfully. “It wasn’t always me,” she pointed out, seemingly 
enjoying the back and forth. “The only person who hated those things more than I did was-well, 
was your girlfriend.” 


In the middle of her sentence, Mina glanced at Izuku for a second, then hesitated, tripping over 
what he could only assume was a name she didn’t want him to know. He tried not to take it 
personally-he could only imagine that they didn’t want to risk him taking that information back to 
the other heroes. 


Still, even as Mina winced at her accidental reveal-something that Izuku found both confusing and, 
oddly, relieving-Mezou couldn’t help but grin, his eyes growing distant and fond. There was still 
that pain in them, though-it appeared every time he looked at Mina, and Izuku had no idea why. 


“Oh, yeah, you wouldn’t know,” Mezou said, his voice wavering between gruffly hostile and oddly 
friendly. “She’s, uh, not my girlfriend anymore.” 


Mina sat up straight, shock clear in her eyes. “Y-you didn’t...break up, did you?” she asked 
quickly. The pain in her eyes was too strong to be from learning of an old friend’s failed 
relationship. 


Mezou shook his head quickly. “No, absolutely not,” he quickly corrected. “We got married, 
actually.” 


Izuku blinked in surprise. He had been pretty sure Mezou was about the same age as him and 
Mina, mainly because of how he and Mina spoke of their past. But the man was married? That 
couldn’t be right. 


Judging by Mina’s gasp, though, she seemed more gleeful than shocked, although it was tempered 
by a pained hitch in her voice. “You’re kidding!” she said, happier than Izuku had ever seen her. 
“How long?” 


“Almost a year, now,” Mezou answered, something that might have been a smile flitting across his 
features. “Still don’t know how the hell it happened.” 


Mina snorted. ““She’s still too good for you, Mezou,” she told him, before her face fell again. “I 
can’t believe I missed it.” 


And just like that, the moment shattered. Mezou’s face grew grim again, aided by the way he 
suddenly seemed to remember that Izuku was present. Mina seemed to wilt like a dying flower, 
shrinking back into the hard, prickly woman Izuku was familiar with. He felt like he had just 
caught a glimpse of some past life, or of a different world. He didn’t know how to reconcile the 
bitter, angry thief with the cooing best friend learning about a marriage. 


Somehow, he thought that Mezou and Mina were having the same problem. The way they looked 
at each other was like they were trying to paste an old memory over the person who existed now. 
They fell so easily into something close and free, a relationship that Izuku couldn’t even begin to 
guess at...and then froze as soon as they realized what they were doing. They were awkward and 
stilted as they looked at each other, and pain prickled like broken glass between them. 


“What did Mina do to him?” Izuku found himself wondering. 


“Alright, that’s enough catching up,” Mezou began, his voice low and ominous. It seemed he’d 
realized the same thing Izuku had. “Talk. Fast.” 


Mina met his eyes; Izuku decided it was wise to let her go first. Furrowing her brow in confusion, 
she asked, “What’s with the hostility all of a sudden? I thought you said-” 


Before she could finish, Mezou interrupted, “I said I'd talk to you. What you told me got you in the 
door. Now you have to convince me.” 


Izuku took a deep breath. Something about the way Mezou reclined in his chair made danger roll 
off of him. Maybe it was the way the tiny space only made him feel even bigger, or the way his 
eyes never missed any movement Izuku made, or how every muscle in his enormous body seemed 
to be tense, ready to move explosively at a moment’s notice. Izuku could feel the mood teetering 
on a knife’s edge. 


Mina’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not lying,” she said harshly, her voice nearly accusing. “You know 
that, Mezou. I’m serious when I say I think we can figure out what happened to him.” 


“T believe you,” Mezou replied. Izuku found himself still as confused as ever. Mina had never 
mentioned anything about this mysterious man. Why was she willing to bring him to the Depths if 
it meant she could learn their fate? 


“Then are you going to help, or not?” Mina demanded. Her voice was cracked and heavy, as 
though she was dredging up a hundred different long-buried pains. It was the most emotional Izuku 
had ever heard her voice. 


Mezou met her eyes, as steady and controlled as ever. “You haven’t even told me what you want 
from me,” he pointed out. “And I’m not going to fall over myself to help him.” 


One of Mezou’s fingers jabbed accusingly at Izuku, who did his best to avoid being startled. Mina 
didn’t even turn her head. 


“You really can’t let that go, can you?” she snapped. 


“Do you expect me to?” Mezou retorted, suddenly leaning forward. His eyes seemed to spark with 
anger. “You brought a hero to the Depths, Mina. And not just any hero, you gave Atlas the grand 
fucking tour! Do you know how dangerous that is? How many people you’ ve put at risk?” 


Mina’s eyes flared, but before she could speak, Izuku did. 


“Tt isn’t dangerous,” he said calmly, holding firm under Mezou’s deadly glare. “You have nothing 
to fear from me. Once I’m done, I won’t return here or put you or those you care about in any 
danger. You have my word.” 


Beside Izuku, Mina turned to look at him, though Izuku couldn’t see the look on her face. He was 
too busy meeting Mezou’s gaze. The vigilante’s eyes were burning, filled with anger that took 
Izuku’s breath away. It was too deep, too old, too pure to be because of something Izuku had said. 
It was like staring into a volcano. But still, Izuku didn’t flinch. 


Mezou leaned forwards again. “Your word means nothing to me,” he growled. “You’ll break it as 
soon as it’s convenient for you. Heroes always do.” 


Izuku wanted to protest, but again, he knew it would be fruitless. Heroes were hated down here for 
a reason, after all; the most interaction the majority of those in the Depths ever had with them was 
either getting arrested themselves, or watching friends or family hauled away, disappearing into 
prisons infamous for being dangerous for mutants. There were a lot of things wrong with the 
Japanese justice system, he knew-brutal treatment of suspects, railroaded trials, cruelly long 
sentences even for minor offenses. Being a mutant made those things ten times worse, to boot. 
Izuku could only imagine that resentment of heroes and police ran deep here, festering like an open 
sore that was never treated. 


Putting aside fruitless thoughts, Izuku nodded softly, acknowledging the point. “I know you have 
no reason to trust me,” he admitted. “But I’m after a very dangerous criminal, one who poses more 
threat to mutants like you than anyone else.” 


Mezou raised an eyebrow as he leaned back in his chair again, some of the hostility fading from his 
eyes, replaced with cautious interest. It seemed Izuku had guessed correctly-the man was highly 
protective of other mutants. Perhaps he saw himself as some sort of protector. 


“Ts this true?” Mezou asked, looking not at Izuku, but at Mina-it seemed his distrust still ran deep. 


Mina nodded. “It is,” she confirmed. “He explained it to me-and not a moment too soon. When he 
asked, I was about to walk out because I thought he was trying to make me an informant. I nearly 
attacked him, even. Sorry about that, by the way.” 


Mina nodded at Izuku as she finished speaking. It wasn’t much of an apology, but given the 
circumstances, Izuku figured it was good enough. Besides, from what he understood now, he 
couldn’t really blame Mina for reacting poorly-she clearly saw informing on other mutants for the 
heroes as a betrayal of the highest order, and it ran against the prideful, stubborn streak that ran 
right to her core. If he’d known, Izuku would have never brought it up the way he did. 


But what was done was done. He nodded in return, accepting the apology wordlessly. Then, he 
turned back to Mezou, who was staring thoughtfully at the wall behind Mina and Izuku. 


“What kind of criminal?” he demanded. His voice wasn’t quite as hostile as it had been, but it 
wasn’t friendly, either. Clearly, he hadn’t decided to help them yet-but he was willing to hear them 
out. 


Izuku took the opportunity. He began, “A serial killer named Himiko Toga. She’s a former 
member of the League of Villains, and known to be inspired by Hero Killer Stain.” 


Mezou nodded. “I’m familiar with the League, and Stain disciples,” he said, to Izuku’s surprise. 


“They’re a dime a dozen down here. Mostly just thugs and former gang members gathering under a 
fresh banner, but there’s some real fanatics, too. I have to admit, I’ ve never been surprised at how 
popular they are-this place hates heroes.” 


Filing away that information, and fighting down a long-dormant memory of a sword stabbing 
downwards at Tenya lida’s helpless body, Izuku continued, “A sidekick of mine working on her 
case managed to figure out her attack patterns for these last few years. She’s been down here, 
attacking mutants every few months. She must have killed...dozens, at least. Probably more.” 


Mezou growled somewhere in the back of his throat. Exhaling loudly, he stared down at Izuku with 
a strange, analytical glint in his eyes. 


“You're angry, aren’t you?” he asked, arms crossed over his chest. “You’re pissed about this Toga 
character running around right under your nose.” 


Izuku clenched his fists. Letting out a shaky breath, he admitted, “Yeah, I am. This... didn’t come 
down here because I’m just working a case. This is personal.” 


“Why?” Mezou asked harshly, startling Izuku. “You can’t stand a member of the League staying 
free, as a big black mark on your perfect little record or something?” 


Izuku bit back a sharp retort. Instead, he replied, “No. I’m angry because dozens of people are 
dead, thanks to my failure. I didn’t realize there was a serial killer running loose, and she got away 
with killing people who had nobody to protect them. I need to stop her, so that nobody else suffers 
because of her-because I couldn’t catch her before.” 


Mezou snorted dismissively. “Why do you care?” he asked pointedly. “You said it yourself-her 
victims were mutants. Some of them were probably criminals, just like Mina and I are in the eyes 
of your laws. You and I both know you'd rather lock criminals in jail than protect them.” 


Mezou’s words hit hard, making Izuku wince ever so slightly. Next to him, he could feel Mina’s 
eyes on the back of his head; it seemed that she’d had a similar question, though she hadn’t asked 
it. Once again, Izuku got the sense of a knife balanced over a tipping point, about to fall one way or 
the other. 


Izuku took a deep breath. “It doesn’t matter,” he answered. “It doesn’t matter who they were or 
what they did. They were murdered, and I blame myself for it. One sin doesn’t justify another-and 
if ’'d been able to stop their deaths, I would have.” 


Mezou frowned slightly, but he didn’t say a word. Silence filled the small room, as Izuku refused to 
bend under the gazes of two of the most powerful mutants he’d ever known. 


“The way I see it,” he added into the silence, “cooperating here is a win-win situation. I take down 
Toga, and you get a dangerous criminal out of your hair.” 


After an achingly long moment, Mina joked, “I’m telling you, this one is the strangest 
abovegrounder I’ve ever met. When he talks, you almost believe him!” 


Mezou snorted. “Yeah,” he agreed. “Almost.” 


Then, out of nowhere, Mezou slammed a hand down on the table, startling Izuku as the enormous 
man leaned in closer to him. 


In a low, steady voice that rolled like thunder, Mezou said, “You seem to have some 
misconceptions about me, hero. So let me make something abundantly clear. I’m not the kind of 


pathetic hero-wannabe vigilante you’re probably used to aboveground. Down here, I am 
vengeance. I don’t do what I do because I wish I could be a hero. I do it because if nobody else will 
stand up to the real monsters down here, then I fucking will. The kind of people I stop are the 
absolute worst of the worst, the ones who never deserve to see the light of day. But that’s a tiny 
fraction of the people you heroes shove down here. So I don’t fight crime like you heroes do. I 
fight evil. The difference is bigger than you’d think.” 


For a moment, staring down a man who seemed impossibly larger-than-life, Izuku found himself 
recalling that bar, and the look on Mezou’s face as he waded through nearly a dozen men because 
someone innocent was in danger. There had been rage there, yes-but there had been glee, too. 
There was something primal in this man, something that exulted in righteous fury, in destruction. It 
was like staring down a force of nature. 


Izuku searched for an answer, but couldn’t find one; he wasn’t sure if it was because one didn’t 
exist, because he didn’t want to anger the only man who might be able to help him, or simply 
because some part of him, the quirkless boy who’d always wondered what he’d done to deserve the 
scorn he’d received, found Mezou’s words hitting a little too close to home. 


So instead, Izuku wondered, “What did I do to make you hate me so much?” 


Mezou studied him for a long moment; his alien features made reading his expressions difficult if 
he wanted you to read him, and utterly impossible if he didn’t. “You? Nothing,” he admitted 
eventually. “What you stand for? The Underground you come from? More than you could ever 
hope to fix.” 


Izuku frowned.“You talk about the Underground like you’re not a part of it,” he observed, 
confused. 


Anger made the immense man on the other side of the table practically radiate danger, making his 
presence fill the room, all originating back on that roaring fire in his eyes. Mezou growled, “We 
aren’t. There’s the Underground, and then there’s the Depths. One exists in the eyes of the surface, 
and the other one doesn’t. Why would I associate with a world that offers me nothing?” 


Izuku’s hero heart couldn’t sit idly by and take such words. He began, “The world can offer you 
more, if you just-“ 


“Tf I what? Give it another chance?” Mezou interrupted, his voice cracking like a whip with icy, 
devastating precision. “No. I’ve given it too many. Time after time, people like me and Mina have 
asked for kindness, for the dignity and respect we are owed. We’ ve never gotten it. I will not go 
begging for the right to stand tall. I will not be humble for the benefit of those who call me 
monster. People like us have been told by the world you protect again and again that we don’t 
deserve to be called human. Is it any wonder we no longer listen to anything you say?” 


Izuku looked to his side, where Mina sat quietly, staying out of the conversation, her golden eyes 
staring firmly at the corrugated metal of the table. He wondered what she was thinking, if she 
shared Mezou’s view of the world. He had heard traces of it before, in her voice; little moments of 
bitterness, a deep melancholy and frustration. But he saw himself in those emotions, as he saw 
himself in the righteous fury Mezou wore so openly, so proudly. So Izuku asserted, “You are 
human. You’re no different than I am.” 


As Izuku spoke the words, he understood that he’d recognized the truth. He’d finally 
acknowledged the whisper he’d been hearing ever since a mask had come off to reveal the most 
beautiful eyes he’d ever seen. He’d never truly believed any different-long years of being 
discriminated against himself had always given him enough perspective to doubt the lies fed to him 


about mutants-but for the first time, he could spot the lie in himself, and burn it from its hiding 
place. It was rooted deep, but Izuku swore he’d learn to find it and rip it out, every last bit of it. 


Mezou’s expression didn’t change. If anything, the deep blaze in his eyes only strengthened...until 
at last, Izuku recognized it. It was the fury of a whole people, the raw, unfiltered rage of all those 
who no longer saw the point of pretending to value a world which had shoved them aside. It spoke 
to him, to the quirkless boy he’d never quite left behind, as nothing else ever had. 


Mezou’s gaze pierced through Izuku as surely as a blade would have as he growled, “Am I? I've 
spent my whole life down here, in the dark and the damp. I have never seen the sun, or the blue 
sky; my whole world is the stone under my feet, the earth all around me. The only light I know is 
artificial. Can you say the same, abovegrounder? Do you know what it’s like to have never tasted 
air that wasn’t recycled, water that doesn’t taste of stone? You are sun-kissed, windswept, rain- 
touched. Are you and I the same?” 


Izuku shivered at the picture Mezou’s words painted; he couldn’t imagine a life spent like that, in 
the endless caves of the Depths, crawling like rats, unable to feel the heat on your skin. But, then, 
he supposed any Depths-dweller would have had trouble imagining his life, too. They would have 
been befuddled by the thought of a light too bright to stare directly into, by the idea of bodies of 
water too vast to see across, too salty to drink. Perhaps it wasn’t nature that defined a person, but a 
spirit. Perhaps two human beings from worlds so different as to be nearly unimaginable to one 
another could still recognize each other, if they were to meet. Izuku met Mezou’s eyes across the 
gap, and did just that. 


Slowly, forming his words as he went, Izuku answered, “We are, I think. We dream the same 
dreams, have the same hopes. We...we love and hate the same way. For the same reasons.” 


Mezou didn’t reply. The longest silence Izuku had ever conceived of seemed to follow, his words 
echoing into cold, empty air until all was still. 


Only then did Mezou speak. Stroking his chin with one of his many hands, anger slipping away as 
if it had never existed, the immense mutant mused, “Hmm...Mina, you’re right.” 


Mina looked up in startled surprise, clearly shocked to be jolted from her quiet solitude. “I am?” 
she repeated. 


Mezou nodded. Jabbing a finger forwards to point at Izuku, he said, “This is the strangest 
abovegrounder I’ve ever encountered.” 


Izuku blinked in surprise as Mina eyed him up and down, then snorted, “Believe me, I know.” 


Izuku chuckled softly, at least until a thought struck him, brought on by Mezou’s words. Quietly, 
as though scared of the answer, he asked, “Mina...have you ever seen the sun?” 


Once more, there was silence. Mina looked away, refusing to make eye contact. She drew into 
herself, as though shrinking down to protect something precious inside her chest. Izuku cursed 
himself for pushing too far, for asking about things he had no right to know. 


Just as he despaired of how stupid he’d been, Mina’s soft, weak voice came, answering, “Yes. A 
long time ago.” 


Izuku blinked in shock. Before he could think, questions spilled out of his mouth. “How? When?” 
he asked, far too quickly. Far too harshly. 


Mina flinched, ever so slightly, though Izuku didn’t know if it was from his words or from 


memories he wasn’t privy to. The moment shattered, and Mina said in something like her usual 
voice, “Forget about it. Mezou, will you help us or not?” 


Drumming his fifteen right-hand fingers on the table with a sound not unlike a small marching 
band, Mezou replied thoughtfully, “I...think I will.” 


“Really?” Mina asked, evidently surprised. 


“Yes,” Mezou confirmed with a nod. “If nothing else, you’re my friend. That should still mean 
something, I think.” 


“Tt should,” Mina agreed, with the air of one who wished it was always true. 


A moment later, Mezou added humorously, “Also, if I said no, you’d probably just go tell my 
wife.” 


“That was the plan,” Mina admitted with a chuckle. “She would have made you help either way.” 


Izuku and Mezou’s eyes met again. There was still dislike there, but it was muted, now. It seemed 
Mezou had decided to put up with him, at least for a little bit. 


“There’s a Neo-Stain stronghold here in this cavern,” Mezou told him. “I’ve heard that people have 
seen a young woman with them, with blond hair and yellow eyes. Supposedly, she’s been recruited 
recently by their leader; rumor is that she’s the craziest killer in the Depths. Now, to me, that 
sounds like your target.” 


Izuku nodded, thinking of Ejiro’s warning. It made too much sense that Toga would have fallen in 
with fellow Stain followers. Well, it wouldn’t be anything he couldn’t handle. 


“Thank you,” he said meaningfully. “I can take it from here. I won’t bother either of you any 
longer.” 


Izuku went to rise, only to find Mina grabbing him by the wrist. “Oh no you don’t,” she told him. 
“T’m helping.” 


Surprised, Izuku stared at her, only to be met with a cocky smirk and a stubborn look in Mina’s eye, 
as if inviting him to try and stop her. Behind her facade, though, he got the sense that Mina was 
deadly serious on this. For some reason, she looked as though she might fly apart at any second-but 
she was still going to come. 


Eventually, Izuku decided that there was no point in starting a fight he wouldn’t win. He sighed, 
“Okay.” 


Mina grinned. A moment later, Mezou added, “I’m coming, too.” 


Izuku and Mina both whirled in shock to stare at him. They were greeted by a thoroughly 
unimpressed-looking Mezou. 


“You think I’m about to let the Number One Hero go gallivanting across my city without me there 
to keep an eye on him?” he asked jokingly. 


Mina raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I’m sorry, do I not count?” she countered. 
Rolling his eyes, Mezou answered, “Of course you do. I’m pulling double duty as your babysitter.” 


Izuku’s eyes widened fractionally, while Mina spluttered angrily. At last, she snapped, “I do not 


need babysitting.” 


Mezou gestured at Izuku. “The last time I let you out of my sight, you brought this fucker here,” he 
pointed out. 


Mina leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms petulantly. “The last time you let me “out of your 
sight” was six years ago,” she muttered. Izuku found himself once again wondering what kind of 
history Mina and Mezou actually shared. 


He got a small hint a moment later, when something painful flashed in Mezou’s eyes, and he said 
softly, “Yeah. Because you ran away.” 


Mina froze, and the moment snapped for a second time. For a second, nobody moved or spoke. 


At last, Mezou stood, the table creaking from the force as he pushed down with several hands at 
once. He declared, “Well, the sooner we do this, the sooner we get the abovegrounder out of our 
hair.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow, but decided not to speak. The wisdom of that decision was proven a 
moment later, when Mina sighed, “Believe me, he’s annoyingly persistent. He chased me across 
half the damn Underground just to ask why I saved his life.” 


Mezou turned to regard Izuku and Mina strangely for a moment; hard, flinty eyes sparked with 
something Izuku couldn’t quite name. At last, he shook his head in resignation, and muttered 
amusedly, “Abovegrounders. Utterly insane, all of you.” 
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Despite their agreement, Izuku, Mina, and Mezou ended up remaining in the small bolt-hole for 
what felt like hours, making their plans. None of them were dumb enough to go charging into a 
compound filled with enemies unprepared, after all. Mezou told them everything he knew about 
the Neo-Stainist group at the edge of the cavern, and Izuku got him up to speed on Toga in return. 


The more they talked, the more Izuku found himself respecting the hulking, laconic vigilante. 
Behind the terrifying visage, Mezou had detailed knowledge of the Depths, and a razor-sharp mind. 
He was clearly well-suited to the demands of detective and reconnaissance work, not to mention 
direct combat. In another world, Izuku knew that Mezou would have easily been a top hero with 
skills like those. 


For the most part, Mina stayed out of the long, extensive planning, preferring to lean her chair 
against the wall and watch Izuku and Mezou discuss through guarded eyes. As soon as the tension 
in the room had grudgingly faded, whatever emotion had managed to seep through her mask had 
been stifled once more; although she hadn’t replaced her physical mask, Izuku could tell just from 
looking at her that her emotional one was back in place. He wondered if Mina even knew she’d 
done it, or if that mask was a reflex, an instinct from long years of isolation. 


Whatever the answer, it didn’t really matter at that moment. Izuku was surprised by how willing 
Mezou was to work with him, when just an hour ago, he’d nearly been at Izuku’s throat. He 
supposed Mezou was just the sort of person who, once he decided to do something, threw his 
whole self into it, sparing no time worrying or regretting his decision. Izuku envied that certainty, 
just like he envied Ejiro, who did the same thing. 


Still, IZzuku may have had misgivings about coming to the Depths alone, but he was still as sure as 
he had been while speaking to Ejiro that there was no other way. He would rather risk himself than 


put dozens of heroes in danger, not to mention hundreds of residents of the Depths. And besides, it 
was far too late for second thoughts, now. 


Eventually, Mezou stood from the table, the grinding noise produced by his chair scraping against 
the floor jolting Izuku and Mina from their thoughts. 


“Alright then,” Mezou said. “We should get going. There’s no reason to sit around now.” 


Izuku started to get up, too, but before he could rise to his feet, Mina frowned. “It’s awfully late,” 
she told him. “Are you sure you want to start a fight this big right now?” 


Dryly, Mezou replied, “Yes, I’m sure. I’ve spent as much time around heroes today as I can 
tolerate. Letting him stay in the Depths overnight is a bad idea.” 


While Mina chewed on that, Izuku had a thought. In the Underground, the enormous overhead 
lighting arrays that provided most of the illumination were programmed to follow a set pattern of 
brightness each day, mimicking sunrise, day, sunset, and even night. Apparently, it was good for 
the mental health and internal clocks of the residents. He hadn’t seen anything to suggest the 
Depths had a similar system, though. 


“Overnight?” Izuku repeated questioningly. “I haven’t noticed any change in the lighting. How can 
you guys tell the difference?” 


Mezou and Mina shot him dry, amused looks. It wasn’t hard for Izuku to guess he’d just earned 
another “stupid abovegrounder” insult. 


Sure enough, moments later, Mina informed him, “We can’t all have fancy computer-controlled 
lights, Izuku. Night is just when everybody sleeps, down here.” 


That made sense to Izuku. Mutant or not, everybody still needed eight to ten hours of sleep a day, 
and a natural rhythm to life, besides. Of course people would organize their lives around a time 
when everyone was sleeping; some parts of human evolution ran too deep for quirks to alter or 
affect. 


Still, another thought struck him. “Wouldn’t that be a good time to attack, then?” he asked. 
“Everyone will be sleeping, so it'll be easier to get in and out without starting a massive battle.” 


Mezou nodded. “Exactly,” he agreed. “There will be less collateral damage that way, too. That’s 
why I want to attack now.” 


Mina pursed her lips. Turning to Mezou, she replied, “Yeah, and attacking without being able to 
see well enough to scout is a great idea, definitely.” 


“We won’t need to scout, if we can sneak in while the sentries are half-asleep and lazy,” Mezou 
countered. 


“And if we screw up?” Mina demanded. “There’s hundreds of Neo-Stainists in that compound, 
you said so yourself. At least if we strike in broad daylight, we’ ll be able to see them coming.” 


Mezou scowled. “Their numbers are why attacking in the day is a bad idea,” he pointed out. 


Izuku watched the back-and-forth, trying to come up with a solution himself. He found himself 
agreeing with Mina; the downsides of a night attack outweighed the benefits. Besides... 


“Their numbers won’t be a problem,” he said softly, arms crossed over his chest. “I’m sure I can 


handle them.” 


Mina and Mezou turned to look at him instantly. Odd, how their seeming dislike for him could 
instantly end any argument they got into. 


Mina looked skeptical as she replied, “You sure? I gotta admit, the last time you tried to fight a 
mutant-and most of them will be mutants-you almost died. / had to save your ass.” 


Izuku tensed a little, remembering the burning sensation of Scorpio’s venom, and how badly he’d 
been wounded in that fight. Then, he replied, “He got a lucky shot. Besides, I was in a cramped bar, 
so I couldn’t use my full strength.” 


Mina continued to frown, but apparently decided to not argue too hard against someone taking her 
side. Before she could turn back to Mezou to continue the argument, though, there was a knock on 
the door. It was quick and firm, though not particularly aggressive. Still, the abrupt shattering of 
their isolation shocked all three of them. Mina jumped away from the door, landing with knees 
bent, ready to leap into action. Izuku was just as quick, erupting from his chair as lightning coursed 
down his arms. 


Mezou, though, seemed less surprised when the knocks were accompanied by a voice calling, 
“Mezou, are you in there?” 


Mina’s eyes flew open as she seemingly recognized the voice. Izuku’s brow creased as he tried to 
make sense of it-it was soft and definitely feminine, though it had a strangely guttural, throaty 
quality to it he couldn’t recognize. Mezou, though, just sighed. Then, he answered, “Yes, babe, I 
am.” 

Mina and Izuku exchanged a glance. Izuku was surprised by the level of fear that he could 
recognize in her eyes. Clearly, this was Mezou’s wife, and Mina had apparently known her...so 
why did she look worried? 


Mezou’s demeanor seemed to have shifted from the looming, dangerous vigilante Izuku had gotten 
somewhat used to into something quite different. He seemed softer, somehow, gentler. As he 
walked to open the door, Izuku wondered if that sort of change was what love did to you. 


When the door opened, Izuku and Mina’s view was blocked by Mezou’s hulking body. They 
couldn’t see who was on the other side, even as Mezou asked, “Why are you here?” 


“Because I know you, ribbit,” the answer came. “If you aren’t back home by now, you’re either 
dying or hiding away in one of your bolt-holes.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “Ribbit?” he thought to himself. It was a very odd thing to say, especially 
since it felt almost involuntary, more like a noise in the back of the person’s throat rather than a 
word. 


Leaning against the doorframe, Mezou grumbled, “I’m fine, but now isn’t a great time, babe. I’m 
kinda in the middle of something.” 


“Something dangerous, I assume,” the woman replied dryly. 
Mezou winced. “Slightly,” he muttered. “A little bit.” 


The woman snorted. “Well, let me in, then,” she told him. “I have to be the voice of reason, as 
always.” 


Izuku sat back down, somewhat confident that Mezou’s wife wouldn’t try to attack him on sight. 
Meanwhile, Mezou sighed heavily and obeyed his wife, pulling away from the door of the small 
hideout and letting the woman in. 


Izuku’s eyebrows widened as he took in the figure that entered the room. Next to Mezou’s hulking 
form, she looked almost cartoonishly small, but she couldn’t have been much shorter than Mina 
was. Even so, Izuku got a sense of wrongness as he tried to make sense of her. She looked almost 
like a normal human, far more than Mina or Mezou did, anyway, but her proportions were all off, 
and there was something about her face that clearly showed that she was a mutant. Izuku recalled 
Mina’s words from the market, when she’d told him that there were almost degrees of mutation, 
from extreme to minor. This woman clearly didn’t have a minor mutation, but it was definitely less 
extreme than Mina or Mezou’s, by that logic. 


It had to be the limbs, Izuku decided. The woman held her hands out and under her slightly- 
hunched body in a position that would have been awkward to a regular person-almost like they 
were meant to be on the ground rather than in the air. And those hands were massive, with long, 
sturdy fingers. Her legs seemed densely powerful, and bent as well, making her look smaller than 
she really was. Her face was plenty odd, too; it was just...too broad. Her eyes were a little too big, 
positioned a little weirdly. Her mouth seemed a bit larger than it should have been. Dark green hair 
flowed down her back, tied with a bow-the only ornamentation the woman wore; other than it, she 
wore the same simple, sturdy sort of clothing Mina and Mezou seemed to prefer. Altogether, the 
effect was strange; she looked human, but not entirely human. It was like seeing a picture of a 
person who had been ever-so-slightly distorted by a rather subtle carnival mirror. 


Even though Izuku couldn’t quite stop his quirk-analysis habit from going to work on the strange 
mutant woman, she barely seemed to notice him. Instead, her eyes went wide as they landed on 
Mina, who flinched away from her gaze. 


“M-Mina?” the woman whispered. Her eyes were filling with small, gentle tears, as though just the 
sight of Mina was dragging up old, unhealed wounds. 


Mina just stood there, unmoving, not daring to speak. Izuku thought she might have been 
trembling, just a little bit. 


Mezou closed the door, and turned with a sigh. “She showed up a few hours ago,” he murmured 
softly, clearly being impacted by the sudden shift in the mood; if he was still angry or frustrated, he 
hid it well. “I was planning to come get you as soon as I had the chance.” 


Still, the woman didn’t speak. Izuku wondered if she was just too stunned to. If so...it only made 
him wonder more what, exactly, Mina had done to these people she had once, by her own 
admission, considered family. What had happened to them? 


At last, Mina seemed to gather her strength enough to speak. Softly, her voice choked by what 
sounded like grief and regret and an ocean of pain, she whispered, “H-hey, Tsu.” 


Tsu-for that had to be the woman’s name-responded instantly. She surged across the room, moving 
so fast Izuku could barely track her. Mina gasped as the shorter woman barreled into her, wrapping 
powerful arms around her torso as if to trap her there. Tsu dragged Mina into the strongest, most 
all-consuming hug Izuku had ever seen, and murmured something quiet that he didn’t catch. 


Whatever it was, it was like breaking a dam. Mina choked out something that might have been a 
sob, and hugged Tsu back. Izuku couldn’t help but feel distinctly uncomfortable there-it felt like he 
was trespassing on something precious, something he had no right to see. 


The hug finally ended, and both women seemed to compose themselves. At last, Tsu’s eyes swept 
the rest of the room, and landed squarely on Izuku. 


“Mezou, who is this?” she asked. Izuku finally understood the reason her voice sounded so odd-it 
was almost a croak, suggesting that whatever her quirk was, it extended to her voicebox and throat, 
too. 


Mezou sighed heavily, and anger crept into his gaze as he stared at Izuku. “This is Atlas,” he said. 
“And I was hoping he wouldn’t meet you.” 


Izuku braced himself for the familiar hate that had filled both Mina’s and Mezou’s eyes once 
they’d known who he was. And yet...it didn’t come. Tsu’s green eyes remained surprisingly 
tender as she met his gaze; cautious and guarded, yes, but not angry the way the other mutants’ had 
been. 


“Ts this you trying to protect me again?” Tsu asked, turning to face her husband. 


Mezou exhaled loudly, looking surprisingly chastened. “Yeah, probably,” he admitted. “Sorry 
about that.” 


Tsu chuckled, “I swear, you always seem to think you have to bear every burden by yourself. I can 
take care of myself too, you know.” 


Mezou nodded, clearly retreading exchanges they had had many times before. Meanwhile, Tsu 
turned back to Izuku, and smiled with surprising kindness. 


“T apologize for my husband,” she said. “Knowing him, he was probably rude and standoffish with 
you. It’s nice to meet you, Atlas.” 


Despite being very surprised at the sudden shift in the tone of his welcome, Izuku managed to 
smile back. “Don’t worry about it,” he replied. “And please, call me Izuku. It’s nice to meet you, 
too, Ms...” 


Tsu chuckled, though it was closer to an odd ribbiting noise. “Please, just call me Tsu,” she told 
him. “Everyone does.” 


“Because you make us,” Mina muttered from where she’d slumped into a chair, clearly reeling 
from Tsu’s arrival. 


Tsu nodded. “Damn right I do,” she agreed. 


Behind Tsu, Mezou coughed. “Sorry to interrupt,” he grumbled, “But we were busy, babe. Atlas is 
only down here because he needs help catching a murderer. We were about to leave.” 


Tsu turned and met his eye. “Like hell you are,” she told him firmly. “You and I both know how 
stupid it is to start fights down here this late. If you go in now, you'll all be too sleep-deprived to 
function. Come home and get a good night’s sleep, first.” 


Swiftly, Tsu whirled to get Mina and Izuku’s attention. She added, “That applies to you two, as 
well.” 


Mina and Izuku exchanged an uncertain glance as Mezou repeated, “You want us to let the Number 
One Hero stay the night.” 


“Did I stutter, ribbit?” Tsu asked, raising an eyebrow. 


Mezou just stared at her. Tsu met his gaze evenly, and it took a whole three seconds before Mezou 
dropped his gaze and groaned loudly. 


“This is what I get for being nice,” he grumbled. “Heroes staying in my fucking house.” 


Tsu just snorted. “You knew what you were getting into when you married me,” she told him. 
Mezou rolled his eyes, but didn’t argue. 


Out of nowhere, Mina giggled loudly. When everyone turned to look at her, she laughed, “You 
have him just as tamed as you did six years ago, don’t you, Tsu?” 


A broad smile broke out across Tsu’s face. Dryly, she replied, “You bet I do.” 
Izuku stared at Mezou’s resigned expression, and couldn’t help but chuckle himself. 


Apparently, even the most terrifying mutant vigilante was no match for Tsuyu Asui. 


It wasn’t long before Mina and Izuku found themselves swept along by the human force of nature 
that was Tsu when she was on a mission. Within the hour, they had been dragged to the small but 
surprisingly well-made and comfortable home she and Mezou had made on a ledge jutting out of 
one cavern wall, carved from the stone itself, fed dinner, and had cots made up for them in the 
living room. Mezou even got over his grumbling about having a hero in his house enough to help. 


It was the oddest turnaround Izuku had ever experienced. He’d been mentally preparing himself for 
a long, rough day or two-he’d gone longer and done harder things while on even less sleep, after 
all. It would have sucked, but he would have managed it. Now, all of a sudden, he found himself in 
a cozy, warm house that, while rough and definitely far from well-off, was unmistakably a home. 
Nothing Izuku had seen in the Depths had really prepared him for something like this-a place that 
felt safe and welcoming, that he could let his guard down in. He especially hadn’t expected it from 
the home of an incredibly dangerous vigilante and his wife, who, it seemed, both knew about and 
encouraged her husband’s vigilantism-and was apparently no slouch in combat herself, from the 
stories she readily told over the dinner table. 


Honestly, Izuku didn’t really know what to make of Mezou and Tsu. They were both the same age 
as him, the same age as Mina....and they were married. That definitely seemed odd, but Izuku 
wasn’t going to judge people he barely knew. No, the part that was odd to him was something else. 
Izuku was no stranger to people his age in relationships, even serious ones; some of his classmates 
had started dating in UA, and some of those relationships had even lasted. But even compared to 
those, Mezou and Tsu’s relationship felt mature in a way Izuku couldn’t quite explain. Maybe it 
was how they could fondly argue or disagree on things, then work together just fine anyway. 
Maybe it was how fiercely devoted they were to each other. Or maybe it was something Izuku just 
couldn’t understand. Whatever it was, he felt /onelier for having seen it and found nothing in his 
life even remotely close to it. 


Mina seemed to be reeling just as much as Izuku was, to boot. Indeed, Izuku imagined it was 
probably worse for her, since she’d known Tsu and Mezou before. She wasn’t keen on giving him 
more detail than that, and he didn’t push on it, but he could see how she struggled to make sense of 
the way her interactions with them felt like jumbles of conflicting instincts. There were times when 
Mina felt just as much a part of a greater unit as Tsu and Mezou did...and times where the three of 
them stumbled over stories or lapsed into awkward silences as they recalled that, no, Mina hadn’t 
been there for that fight, hadn’t met that person, hadn’t celebrated or grieved alongside Mezou and 
Tsu for years. Mina didn’t talk about what she’d been doing since she’d left, or even why she’d 
left, and neither Mezou or Tsu asked. Izuku thought that they might have been afraid of the 


answers. 


More than that, it felt like there was something big that all three of the mutants were tiptoeing 
around, unable to bring up for...some reason. It was the point where all the broken ties that had 
once connected them seemed to meet, some gaping hole in the fabric of their lives that they just... 
didn’t talk about. It came up in half-words, in awkward silences when mentioning the timeframe 
for some past event, in stilted gaps that ended stories at the points when someone did something, 
said something. Maybe it was because Izuku was there, but he got the feeling that there was a 
different reason for it. 


In a backwards way, maybe that was why Izuku found himself so comfortable here, in a place so 

hostile to him and his kind. The people he’d found here were kind and supportive with each other, 
ferociously loyal, and deadly to those who threatened their loved ones, but beneath that...beneath 
that, these people were broken, in a way he couldn’t quite put into words. But even so, he knew it. 


He was broken too, after all. 


Late that night, after Tsu and Mezou had finally gone to bed, Mina leaned against the low wall that 
served as a railing for a small balcony on the side of the house-really just a little outcrop of stone 
off the side of the building-and sighed as she stared out over the Depths. She heard the sound of 
footsteps, and barely even had to turn to recognize Izuku, who soon stood tall and motionless to her 
left, though she couldn’t see where his eyes landed. 


The air was...well, not cool exactly, but not quite as still as it usually was down here; there would 
have been a brisk night breeze blowing, had they been aboveground. But they weren’t, and all 
there was this far down was the ghost of one, false wind on a false face. 


Izuku drank in the dark view in front of them, sprinkling with faint lights from distant settlements. 
Mina wondered why she felt so much... calmer here in this place, with a man she’d hated from the 
moment she saw him. 


In a soft voice, Izuku said, “I think Tsu scares me more than Mezou does.” 
Despite herself, Mina snorted. ““That’s because she is scarier,” she agreed. “Especially in a fight.” 


Raising an eyebrow, Izuku asked, “Really? She seems pretty...level-headed, especially compared 
to Mezou.” 


“You’ve never hurt someone she cares about,” Mina replied, her voice quiet. “If you did, not even 
God could save you.” 


Izuku chuckled quietly. He leaned forwards slightly, hands braced on the stone railing. “I didn’t 
expect to find someone that ferociously kind down here,” he mused. 


Mina turned her head a little. “Did you expect us all to be angry and bitter?” she asked, her voice 
shading towards teasing. “Maybe sitting in caves muttering about how we’re going to overthrow 
society?” 


Izuku met her eyes, though his expression was still distant. “I don’t know what I expected,” he 
admitted. “Though I suppose it doesn’t matter. Whatever expectations I had, you would have found 
a way to shatter.” 


Mina smirked. “I have a way of doing that,” she agreed. “And, for the record, Tsu’s always been 
like that. From the day I first met her, I’ ve known that she’d do anything for the people she loves. I 


used to be one of those people.” 


Izuku frowned. Gently, he asked, “Why couldn’t you still be one? She seems to still care about 


you.” 

Mina didn’t quite meet his eyes, but Izuku caught a glimpse of the way her eyes seemed to flash in 
the darkness. “I don’t think there’s any point,” she answered quietly. ““There’s...too much in the 
way, now. Too many things I can’t undo or take back. Too much I’ve missed.” 


Izuku found himself disagreeing; Tsu certainly hadn’t seemed to hesitate in welcoming Mina back. 
There was no way to fake that sort of genuine shock and joy...and even if there had been, why 
would Tsu do so? 


Still, Izuku knew that there wasn’t anything to gain by arguing the point. Instead, he said, “I’m 
sorry for pushing earlier, while we were talking with Mezou. I shouldn’t have asked about your 
past.” 


Mina agreed with that, for sure, but she found herself waving him off. “Don’t worry about it,” she 
replied. 


Izuku visibly relaxed a little. Smiling, he said, “Thanks.” 


Mina nodded, and actually smiled back. For a moment, Izuku’s heart swelled. The way her eyes 
shone when she truly, genuinely smiled, without sarcasm or bitterness or irony or anger, was the 
most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. She brushed a stray lock of short, curly hair away from her 

temple, and Izuku wondered what was wrong with his heart. 


Mina turned away again, and said nothing as Izuku joined her at the railing. They stayed there in 
silence for what felt like hours, though was probably only a few minutes. 


Then, Mina roused herself a little, turning to look at Izuku once more. 
“Actually, ve got a question for you, if you don’t mind,” she said. 
Izuku nodded. “Fire away,” he replied. 


Mina took a deep breath, hesitating for the barest fraction of a second. At last, she quietly asked, 
“Tf...1f you’d never become a hero, what do you think you would have done with your life?” 


Izuku’s expression shifted, almost imperceptibly. For a second, Mina wasn’t sure he would even 
answer. But then, he let out a deep breath, and replied, “I...honestly don’t know if I have an answer 
to that. Being a hero is all I ever wanted out of life.” 


Mina couldn’t help the bitter chuckle that escaped her lips. She said, “Figures. A pretty boy with a 
strong quirk like you might as well have been born with the world in your hands. You probably got 
told you were gonna be a hero as soon as you could walk.” 


Something flashed in Izuku’s eyes, something Mina couldn’t recognize. He opened his mouth as if 
to respond, then caught himself. A second later, he spoke, voice controlled, contained, but no less 
honest for it. 


“T wish,” he said with that same bitter chuckle Mina had used, a sound so familiar it shocked her to 
hear Atlas use it. “I wish my life had been like that.” 


Instantly, Mina’s curiosity-and confusion-were piqued. She pressed, “Come on, you and I both 


know it’s true. A quirk like yours? Being a hero was your destiny.” 


Again, that bitter chuckle escaped Izuku’s lips. He shook his head. Then, in a voice so soft she 
could barely hear him, he told her, “I was...everyone thought I was quirkless until I was fifteen.” 


That froze Mina in her tracks. She stared at Izuku, barely able to comprehend it. Someone as 
powerful as Atlas had...had been thought to be quirkless? 


“How is that possible?” she asked, because she knew Izuku’s face well enough to know he 
wouldn’t lie about this-or maybe he simply couldn’t. 


Izuku looked nonchalant, but his eyes held a bit of panic as he hastily explained, ““The...the doctors 
think it was because my quirk was too powerful. My body was too weak, so it went dormant until I 
was big enough to handle it.” 


Mina frowned. “I’ve never heard of a quirk doing that before,” she said. 


Izuku shrugged. “Neither had I,” he admitted, secretly giving thanks to Toshinori’s well-worn, 
time-honored excuse. “But yeah, up until fifteen, I was just...the skinny, pathetic quirkless kid. I 
got bullied a lot, got told I was never going to amount to anything, that sort of stuff. If I hadn’t...if 
my quirk hadn’t come in, I’d probably have ended up in a place a lot like this.” 


Izuku gestured out at the Depths with one hand, vaguely encompassing everything hidden behind 
the ever-present darkness. Mina laughed, lighter and gentler than she expected. “If only those 
bullies could see you now, am I[ right?” she joked. 


Izuku grinned playfully. “If only they could see me now,” he agreed. 


The silence returned, though it was kinder this time, happier. Mina could have rolled herself up in 
the easy camaraderie on this tiny balcony, and gone to sleep. Maybe it was because she’d found a 
place that had made her guard slip a little, but she found herself actually willing to entertain the 
idea that Atlas wasn’t the worst. 


Then, Izuku shifted again, pale face flickering in and out of shadow. 


“Ts it okay if I turn that question around, in a way?” he asked. “If you could have had the chance, 
would you have been a hero?” 


The question was so bizarre to Mina, it took her a long time just to decide whether he was being 
serious or not. Eventually, though, she managed to gesture at her face and snort, “Please. Even if 
heroes weren’t such massive pieces of shit to my kind, they’d still take one look at me and laugh 
me out. Why would I dream of being something I could never be?” 


Oddly, Izuku didn’t seem put out by Mina’s answer. Instead, he retorted, “Okay, then. In a better 
world, then, where mutants were treated better, where you could trust a hero to treat you the same 
as everyone else. Would you dream of being one?” 


Mina hesitated. Staring out at the Depths as she spoke, she replied, “I...don’t think a world like that 
exists.” 


Izuku stared out beside her-always beside her. How did his presence feel so natural there, so 
stabilizing? How did Mina feel like she could close her eyes, and feel the warmth of his gentle 
smile all the same? 


“T think it does,” he said softly. “I think there’s a better world than this one out there.” 


Mina shook her head at his naiveté. “What does it matter if there’s some perfect world out there?” 
she asked bitterly. “We live in this world, Izuku. And it’s shitty, and rotten, and I'll never be a hero 
like you.” 


Mina tried not to sound wistful. Because the truth was, she had dreamed, once. She’d dreamed of 
being a hero, of being living proof of the lies that were said about mutants-proof that they were just 
as human, just as good, as everyone else. They’d been foolish pipe dreams-the creations of a half- 
starved child, desperate to escape a hopeless world. But they’d been dreams all the same. 


Izuku turned towards her, and Mina tried not to flinch from the light in his eyes-or bask in it, 
either. 


“Then we just have to make this one better instead,” he told her. 


Mina shook her head. “Yeah, right,” she scoffed. “I gave up thinking things would change a long 
time ago, Izuku. There’s too much shit in the way. Too much hate, too much pain.” 


Mina felt a hand press on her shoulder, steady and firm. It was almost possible to forget just how 
strong Izuku was when he touched her like that, how he wouldn’t even need his quirk to crush her 
bones in his grip. “I wouldn’t be a hero if I didn’t believe that it was possible to change the world,” 
he said, and the fervor in his words was so strong that Mina almost believed him. 


Mina gripped the railing, unsure if she could stop herself from doing...something. Her body was 
tense, but she didn’t know why she wanted to move so badly. 


“T...?'m not hero material, Izuku,” she repeated, almost to herself. “I never have been, and I never 
will be. Not in any world.” 


Izuku just smiled at her. “You saved my life, Mina,” he reminded her. “That seems pretty heroic to 


me.” 
Mina found herself speechless for long enough to make it awkward. At last, she forced herself to 
come back to her senses. 


“Well, don’t get too comfortable being alive,” she muttered. “We are going to be attacking a 
heavily fortified compound full of zealots who want to murder you tomorrow, after all.” 


Once again, Izuku chuckled. Even so, his face was deadly serious when he replied, ““Nobody’s 
going to die tomorrow, Mina. [ll make sure of it.” 


Mina eyed him suspiciously. “Does he really believe he has the power to say things like that and 
make them true?” she wondered. For a second, she considered laughing in his face. But then, she 
took another look at his outline, all solid muscle and unyielding strength, cast in the fading embers 
of the Depths. She recalled the way lightning seemed to dance over his body, never hurting him, 
only crushing those who fought against him. And then she almost believed him. 


Softly, she told him, “Ill hold you to that, then.” 


The light that rose in Izuku’s eyes then was still dancing in Mina’s mind long after she finally went 
to sleep. 
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Chapter Summary 


Mina, Mezou, and Izuku assault the Neo-Stainist stronghold. 
Things get...messy. 
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The next morning came, and Izuku, Mina, and Mezou wasted little time in getting ready to leave. 
Izuku had half-expected Tsu to come with them; she seemed the type to refuse to let the people she 
loved be in danger without her. But instead, she simply pulled Mezou close, murmured something 
Izuku couldn’t hear, and then kissed him so deeply it was a little uncomfortable to watch. Izuku 
and Mina shared an awkward glance, then promptly broke eye contact. Yep. Awkward. 


Finally, though, Tsu released Mezou from her grip, and waved them off. Just before they left, she 
told them, “Don’t die, ribbit.” 


And with that, they were off. Mina and Mezou had given Izuku a cloak, similar in looks and 
quality to Mina’s. They claimed it would attract less attention than a large green-haired man who, 
according to Mina, “Looked more out of place than a clown at a funeral.” 


Izuku had put it on, figuring that if he didn’t, Mina might subject him to more analogies. As he 
watched people’s eyes flick to him, then promptly flick away, their bodies tensing up as they got 
out of his way, he wondered if this was how Mina felt whenever she tried to walk around. 


“Why are they acting so scared of me?” he asked quietly as the three made their way through the 
rough, broken ground of the cavern floor. 


From beneath her own cloak, Mina replied, “You’re big and you’re wearing a full-body cloak. 
Down here, that means two things: you’re a seriously powerful mutant, and you want to be left 
alone really bad. If you run into the wrong one of those, they might kill you just for getting in their 
way, so people avoid them.” 


Izuku nodded to himself. As he did, he realized something: in a way, Mina had been describing 
herself. If the only people who regularly tried to conceal themselves were the really dangerous 
ones, then what did that make Mina? 


Softly, he asked, “Is that why you do it, then? So people don’t bother you?” 


For a second, Mina hesitated, and Izuku wondered whether she would snap at him. But instead, her 
eyes softened, and she answered, “Yeah. Up in the Underground, it’s because I don’t want people 
to start recognizing me. Down here, I just want to be left alone.” 


That sounded reasonable to Izuku, even if the resigned tone of Mina’s voice pulled at his heart. She 
sounded crushed, almost, like she’d just given up hope of things ever being different. 


Beside them, Mezou let out an angry-sounding grumble. “It’s stupid,” he declared, voice deep and 
bitter. “People think that hiding their faces somehow makes them more acceptable, when all it does 
is hold them back.” 


Izuku glanced at Mezou. “You don’t like the idea of mutants wearing cloaks?” he asked, confused. 


Mezou nodded. “I don’t,” he confirmed. “I think it’s cowardly to try and pretend you’re something 
you’re not. I have nothing to hide, nothing to be ashamed of. Why should I act like I do?” 


Izuku felt something in his chest twist at that; maybe it was guilt. Mina, though, just shook her 
head. “We can’t all be as confident as you, Mezou,” she said wistfully. “And it’s not about pride or 
shame or something. It’s just easier, that’s all.” 


Mezou muttered, “But it shouldn’t be. Why should we suppress ourselves to make things easier?” 


Neither Mina nor Izuku had an answer to that, and they didn’t bother trying to come up with one. 
Instead, they just stayed quiet for the rest of the walk. It didn’t take them long to reach the outskirts 
of the cavern once they left the more densely populated areas. Gradually, the ramshackle buildings 
and poorly-marked streets and paths gave way to craggy growths of rock, rough ground dotted by 
only the occasional light source marking an inhabited structure. More than once, Izuku got the 
impression of shadowy figures with narrow eyes, watching from cracks and crevices. It sent shivers 
down his spine. If the Depths felt like hostile territory, then this was worse. 


At last, they rounded another enormous pillar, and came face-to-face with their target. Next to the 
wastelands they had just crossed, it was like a shining citadel, an oasis of electric lights and human 
voices. The Neo-Stainist compound resembled something between a fortress and an ant colony; it 
had thick, sturdy walls seemingly constructed from the rock itself, and plenty of buildings rising 
out of the stone ground-or the wall. The compound was constructed right at the point where one of 
the cavern walls came down in a nearly-vertical cliff some two hundred feet tall, pitted with cracks 
and ledges and other natural platforms. The Neo-Stainists had clearly taken full advantage of this, 
as there were nearly as many buildings built into the wall of the cliff as there were on the floor of 
the cavern. Oddly, though, there seemed to be few rope bridges or paths connecting the isolated 
structures all along the cliff. 


From beside him, Mezou seemed to anticipate the question not even forming yet on Izuku’s lips. 
“Tunnels,” he said. ““They’ve almost certainly carved out a whole labyrinth beneath and around this 
place. Living spaces, storehouses, arsenals, all that stuff. I guarantee you, this compound is at least 
twice as big as it looks on the surface.” 


Izuku nodded. “It looks like a right bastard of a place to attack,” he observed. “Time to do some 
scouting, then?” 


Mezou replied, “Sounds good. Go find a nice ledge somewhere up on the cliff. Mina and I will be 
along in a moment.” 


Izuku blinked in confusion, as did Mina. “Wait, why?” she asked. “I bet I could make it up there 
even faster.” 


Before Izuku could disagree, Mezou met Mina’s eyes and told her, “Because, you and I need to 
talk. Alone.” 


When Mezou glared at him, Izuku got the hint. In a rush of green lightning, he bent his knees and 
jumped. Soon, he was almost out of sight. 


Izuku disappeared in a blur, surprising both Mina and Mezou with how quickly he had vanished. 
Until now, they hadn’t really seen just how fast he could move. 


Swiftly recovering, Mina shot an annoyed look at Mezou. Crossing her arms, she demanded, 
“Alright, what do you want?” 


Meeting Mina’s eyes, Mezou replied, “I want you to tell me what yourreal plan is.” 


Mina refused to budge. “What are you talking about?” she asked, even as she scrambled to decide 
how to respond. 


Mezou sighed. “Mina, don’t play dumb here,” he said. “You really expect me to believe that you 
took such a massive risk, went through all this trouble, and came to me just to let Atlas capture 
Toga and take her to an aboveground prison? If your suspicions are right-” 


“T don’t know if they are,” Mina admitted, hoping that that wouldn’t make Mezou even more 
annoyed. 


Mezou glared at her. Then, to Mina’s surprise, he shrugged. “They sounded pretty solid to me,” he 
told her. “But let’s just assume they are. If Toga really did kill him...” 


Mina sighed, deciding that there was no point in trying to hide it anymore. “Then prison won’t be 
enough,” she agreed. “Not for me, at least.” 


Now that it was out in the open, the black, yawning hole in Mina’s chest seemed to shrink a tiny 
bit, at least temporarily. She felt relieved when Mezou nodded, slowly and grimly, his eyes hard 
and flinty. Maybe she wasn’t that messed up for feeling so much broken, burning rage, for 
struggling to keep it under control for the past two days. 


“Then what are you planning to do instead?” Mezou demanded. Mina hung her head. 
“I... don’t know,” she admitted. 
Mezou frowned. “What do you mean?” he asked. 


Mina’s eyes flashed as she raised her head again, shame igniting into anger. “I mean that I don’t 
know, Mezou!” she snarled. “I keep going in circles in my head, but I can’t decide what justice I 
want! None of it will bring him back, none of it will fix anything! I just...all I have is the anger, 
and [’m...I’m scared of what that anger is doing to me.” 


The look in Mezou’s eye softened a bit. It could have been pity, or understanding, or something 
else entirely. He sank down onto a nearby rock, and murmured, “Even now, you’re still not over it, 
are you?” 


Mina crossed her arms defiantly. “Don’t act like you are,” she shot back. “Every day for six 


fucking years, I’ve wanted him back. He...he was the first person I ever trusted. Not you, not even 
Tsu. Him. And you expect me to...to just get over it?” 


Mezou shook his head. “Of course not,” he responded. “And you’re right, I’m not over it either.” 
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The admission took some of the wind out of Mina’s sails. She blinked in surprise. “You act like it, 
she heard herself say, though without quite as much venom as she expected. 


Mezou snorted. “Do I?” he countered. “Does running around beating the shit out of people and 
constantly risking my life strike you as the sort of thing an even-keeled man does?” 


Mina shrugged. “I mean, that’s what Izuku does,” she joked. “And he seems pretty stable to me. 
More stable than either of us, at least.” 


Instead of laughing, even bitterly, Mezou just... stared at Mina. The look in his eye was 
unrecognizable, but it left Mina feeling stripped bare, down to her very core. 


“What?” she demanded, forcing herself not to blush. 


Mezou waited another second or two before finally saying in a flat voice, “You keep doing that. 
Calling him “/zuku.” 


Mina lost the battle against her blush, and her cheeks turned ever-so-slightly purple. “So?” she 
retorted. 


Mezou hesitated, then finally shook his head. “Never mind,” he muttered quietly. “Forget I said 
anything.” 


He went to stand up, but Mina felt something bubble up in her chest that wouldn’t let Mezou 
escape this. She snapped, “He saved my life too, you know.” 


Mezou froze, his head whipping up to meet Mina’s eyes. She kept her arms crossed as his eyes 
went wide. 


“You didn’t tell me that,” he accused. 


“Of course I didn’t,” she replied. “I didn’t want to tell you I almost died because you’d lose your 
shit. Like you’re doing now.” 


Mezou glanced down at his left hands, which were all clenched tightly into fists. With effort, he 
exhaled and relaxed them at the same time. Then, he looked back at Mina. 


“Tell me what happened,” he said, his tone making it clear that it was not a request. 


Mina rolled her eyes as Mezou’s overprotective streak made itself known. “I got into a fight with a 
hero and got super fucked up,” she replied calmly. “Blood loss probably would have gotten me if I 
hadn’t been pretty close to Izuku’s hero agency at the time. I made it there, and he patched me up. 
Even stonewalled the hero who hurt me when he showed up unexpectedly.” 


Mezou blinked in surprise, and Mina wondered if he was actually going to change his attitude 
towards Izuku. Her hopes were sadly dashed a moment later, when Mezou’s eyes narrowed again. 


“Whatever,” he decided. “T still don’t like him.” 


Mina rolled her eyes yet again. “Of course you don’t,” she said. “He’s better-looking than you, and 
you ’ve always been the jealous type.” 


Just then, Izuku reappeared in a rush of wind and crackling electricity, startling both Mezou and 
Mina. “There’s a good ledge not far from here,” he said, apparently ignorant of the conversation 
he’d interrupted. “Well-hidden, but gives a good vantage point down into the compound. I can 
show you where it is.” 


Mina and Mezou exchanged a glance, then decided to just go with it. Mina turned to Izuku and told 
him, “Sounds perfect. We’ll be right there.” 


Izuku smiled, setting off something in Mina’s chest that she decided was probably just heartburn, 
and then disappeared again, trailing lightning behind him. She went to follow, but just before she 
could, Mezou’s hand landed on her shoulder. 


“What is it now?” she sighed as she turned her head. 


Mezou’s eyes were softer than Mina could remember seeing them. He looked worried in a way she 
wasn’t used to seeing from him. 


“Mina, listen,” he said softly, with an undertone of urgency. “I trust you, but...if you come face-to- 
face with Toga, just...make sure you do the right thing, okay?” 


Despite being genuinely touched by how much Mezou seemed to care, Mina still snorted, “Of 
course I will.” 


As she made her way up the cliff face, though, she admitted to herself, “J just wish I knew what the 
right thing was.” 


In just a few minutes of climbing, all three of them had made it to the small, curved ledge. Sure 
enough, it was a perfect scouting point, with great visibility of the compound and little chance of 
being spotted by any sentries. It even had a little lip of rock around the edge to conceal them. 


As soon as they were all situated on the small ledge, Mezou began to extend an arm tipped with an 
eyeball along the wall and downwards, the perfect scouting tool-as long as it stayed hidden. Mina 
and Izuku lay down near him, to avoid getting seen. 


They were close enough for regular humans to be able to make out a reasonable amount of detail, 
too, so Izuku busied himself studying the compound, letting his analysis skills work through 
everything he could see. Soon enough, though, his eyes narrowed as they took in the scene below. 
There were plenty of mutant quirks visible, though they were far from the only ones present. For 
that matter, the makeup of the small, fortified compound sure didn’t look like an extremist group, 
either. 


“This wasn’t quite what I expected,” Izuku murmured as they scoped out the compound. “It looks 
more like a village than a fortress.” 


Sure enough, there were children playing in the cleared spaces between the small but well-made 
buildings. The sound of a poorly-tuned and slightly scratchy guitar floated up from within the 
walls. Even outside the walls, a number of buildings had been built clustered close to the 
compound, as if huddling there for safety. There were plenty of scarred, brutal-looking men and 
women down there, yes, but there seemed to be plenty of...”’civilians” was the best term Izuku 
could really think of, though he doubted they were entirely innocent. Men and women who were 
simply going about their lives, trying to live peacefully...by associating with a group whose stated 
aim was to destroy the heroes who kept the peace. 


“Something’s wrong here,” Izuku thought, though he couldn’t tell whether it was with him, with 


the situation, or with the way he was going about this. One way or another, things weren’t adding 
up. 


Mina shot him a heated look. “No shit, Izuku,” she said under her breath. “What, you were 
expecting them to all be in an supervillain lair, cackling about how they murder heroes for fun? 
They have families, and loved ones-a lot of them probably joined up because the Neo-Stainists are 
about the most peaceful group down here.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “They are?” he asked. He couldn’t reconcile that with his memories of 
Stain and the fanatics and madmen who had flocked to his banner, with the memory of a glinting 
sword and a long tongue and a bloody alleyway where, in his mind, he would always be fifteen and 
inches from watching a friend die. 


On Mina’s other side, Mezou nodded, though he remained focused on the compound. “They are,” 
he confirmed. “They mostly keep to themselves, don’t get caught up in the gang wars, and they’ ll 
take anyone, mutant or not. Plenty of families will risk getting caught in the fallout of one of their 
crusades in exchange for peace and security. Down here, communities need something to bind 
them together-a shared belief, mutual interest, an ideology...plus plenty of muscle to back it up. 
The Neo-Stainists have all of those in spades. I’ve dealt with this particular group before. I know 
their leader, Kugo. A good man...better than most, at least.” 


Mina made a face. “Then why did you lead us here?” she asked, gesturing at Izuku. “You know 
how this’ II end, if he’s here.” 


Mezou turned his head, ever so slightly. He made eye contact with Mina, then grimaced. 
“Because,” he eventually responded. “If he’s working with that serial killer...and if your 
suspicions are right...it’s just more proof that good men can do the worst things.” 


Izuku stared at him. Once again, he found himself having to recalibrate his image of Mezou, and 
consider whether this whole mission was a bad idea. Could he even trust someone who called a 
Neo-Stainist a “good man,” and expressed regret at the thought of fighting against him? Did he 
want to trust them? 


Izuku wasn’t used to moral compromises like this. He was used to heroes that weren’t squeaky 
clean like All Might, of course-plenty of underground heroes down here were brutal and 
manipulative in equal measure, and Endeavor existed (though he was retired now, thank God), but 
he’d never really gotten caught up in a situation quite this tangled. Eventually, he just decided to 
worry about it later. He had a target to catch. 


Still, he did mutter, “I bet they love you, being a vigilante and all.” 


Mezou snorted. “It’s mostly mutual respect,” he muttered back. “I leave them alone, they don’t 
cause trouble for the people I care about.” 


“Aww, jealous that they don’t want to murder him?” Mina teased in a singsong voice. 


Izuku shrugged. “I mean, only like half of the Neo-Stainists actually want to murder me,” he 
responded. “The other half want to worship me or something. I’m not sure, I don’t generally hang 
out with them.” 


Mina and Mezou both turned to stare at him, the looks on their faces suggesting that they weren’t 
sure whether to laugh or be shocked. 


“Why exactly would they want to worship you?” Mezou asked, one eyebrow raised. 


Yet again, Izuku simply shrugged. “Probably because Stain saved my life that one time and called 
me a true hero,” he replied. Mezou, strangely, didn’t look very reassured by that. 


Mina rolled her eyes. “Right,” she said. “I forgot, you’re a literally perfect golden boy to 
everyone.” 


Izuku frowned. “I am not a golden boy,” he retorted. 


“You definitely are,” Mina shot back, her voice surprisingly light and free, “Everyone loves Atlas, 
after all. I wonder what they’d think of the squeaky-clean Number One hanging out with a bunch 
of lowlives like us.” 


“Wait a second,” Mezou interrupted before Izuku could reply. “Something’s wrong.” 


Mina and Izuku stopped bickering instantly. Both of them turned to Mezou at once. “What’s going 
on?” Mina asked. 


Mezou began to pull back his scouting tentacle into a slightly more hidden position. Without 
turning or breaking his focus, he hesitantly replied, “I’m...not sure these people are the Neo- 
Stainists we were looking for.” 


Izuku and Mina exchanged a worried look. Then, Izuku asked, “What makes you think that?” 


“Yeah, did you manage to lead us to the wrong heavily fortified compound on the outskirts of the 
cavern?” Mina added. 


Mezou still barely reacted. For the first time, his expression shifted-he looked almost worried now. 
“T can’t see Kugo anywhere,” he said. “He’s usually out teaching the kids, or resolving disputes.” 


“Ts it possible you’re just missing him?” Izuku wondered. Mezou shot him a glare. 


“Kugo is a seven-foot-tall walking, talking orca whale with the muscle mass of an Olympic power 
lifter,” Mezou snapped, his voice grinding out in hurried bursts. “No, I am not missing him.” 


Izuku frowned, trying to imagine how strange Kugo must look from such a description. 
“Maybe he’s just...out running errands?” he tried. 


“Kugo doesn’t do that, he stands out too much. No, if he isn’t in the compound, he isn’t with them 
at all,”’ Mezou shot back. 


Izuku sat back again, thinking. Mina cut to the chase. “Could he have died somehow?” she asked. 


Mezou hesitated. “I don’t want to rule it out,” he admitted, “but Kugo was as tough a bastard as 
they come, and perfectly healthy, as far as I know. If someone took him out, I’d have heard about 
it...fuck.” 


Izuku watched worriedly as Mezou continued to scout out the compound with half a dozen eyes. “I 
barely recognize any of them,” he said after another minute or so. “But there are some of Kugo’s 
people there. Hell, I can’t really tell if anyone’s even missing other than him-there’s just loads 
more of them in there than there were.” 


Izuku peered over the lip of rock himself, and though he couldn’t see in anywhere near as much 
detail as Mezou could, he didn’t need to. As he scanned the busy compound, his blood suddenly 
ran cold. 


Beside him, Mina narrowed her eyes. “What do we do now?” she wondered. “If the Neo-Stainists 
have somehow been replaced or something, Toga probably won’t be with them.” 


Mezou sighed. “If she’s not there, we’ll need to pull back,” he said. “There are other Neo-Stain 
groups around-or there were. Maybe she’s with one of them.” 


“That won’t be necessary,” Izuku said. His voice was dull, frozen. 


Mina and Mezou turned to look at him. Stray bolts of lightning began to crackle around Izuku, 
flowing down powerful arms, dancing between twisted, scarred fingers, shooting from the corners 
of his eyes. 


Mina fought off the growing sense of danger from her old thief’s instincts, and asked, “Why not?” 


Izuku pointed down into the compound, where he’d spotted a mop of tangled blond hair he’d never 
be able to forget, not if he lived to a hundred years old. 


“T see her,” he responded. “I see Toga.” 


Mina let out a deep breath she hadn’t known she was holding. She and Mezou exchanged a hard- 
eyed glance as their resolve grew steely. 


She turned back to Izuku, and nodded. Behind her, Mezou did the same. 


“Alright then,” she said. “Let’s get this bitch.” 


In the end, they chose the direct approach, figuring that, since there was essentially no way to 
sneak up to the compound, it would be better to just get in and out in a quick smash-and-grab 
assault. Hopefully, they would be able to move fast enough that the Neo-Stainists wouldn’t have 
time to organize a response. 


Mina, Mezou, and Izuku strode towards the front gate of the compound, doing their best to act 
naturally. Mina and Izuku were still wearing their cloaks, though neither of them expected they 
could keep them on forever. 


As they approached the sturdy-looking gate, a burly man appeared atop the wall. His face was 
rugged and covered in scars, and his lower jaw jutted out inhumanly far, complete with long boar 
tusks curving up to frame his small, piglike eyes. 


“That’s far enough, you three!” he called. “Tell me what you want before things get ugly.” 


Mezou stepped forward, all six hands in clear view. “We don’t want any trouble,” he called back. 
“We just heard you were recruiting, that’s all.” 


This was a risk, Izuku knew. The Neo-Stainists may have been known for taking more or less 
everyone who wanted to join, but as Mezou had discovered, these people might not be Neo- 
Stainists. Their whole story might fall apart right here. 


It seemed they were in luck, though. The boar-man’s expression softened, and he said, “Ah, new 
recruits, then! You’re welcome here.” 


Izuku breathed a sigh of relief...right up until the man added, “You know, you two can take off 
your cloaks. There’s no need to hide, here, not for anyone, even mutants.” 


Mina and Izuku exchanged a confused look, and as the man waited expectantly, Mina gave an 


obvious shrug. She threw back the hood of her cloak, and took off her mask for good measure. 


The man beamed. Turning to Izuku, he said encouragingly, “I know it’s intimidating, but you can 
be free. Take off the cloak.” 


Izuku’s eyes went wide. 


“He thinks I’m a mutant too,” Izuku realized. It was a logical conclusion, from his perspective, 
but... still. 


Mezou met Izuku’s eyes, and then they both knew the truth: they couldn’t get out of this one. If 
Izuku revealed himself, their story would crumble, and they’d be at a disadvantage against the full 
force of the Neo-Stainists before they could even get to Toga. 


So Izuku opted to strike first. 


With one hand, he moved as if to remove the cloak. With the other, he summoned Black Whip, 
which shot forward to wrap around the boar-man’s head and neck. With a muffled yelp, he was 
pulled off the battlements, and deposited at Izuku’s feet, swiftly immobilized and pinned to the 
ground. Izuku yanked off the cloak, letting it drop to the stone below in a heap, and met the man’s 
eyes. 


Izuku may not have been wearing his hero costume, but the combination of his face, the green 
lightning beginning to crackle off his body, and Black Whip made his identity unmistakable. The 
boar-man’s eyes went wide. 


“Y-you’re not...I... Atlas?” he wheezed, clearly shocked. 


Izuku couldn’t help the amused grin that played over his face as he leaned close to the captive. 
“The one and only,” he confirmed. “Now then, go to sleep. Maybe when you wake up, this will all 
have been a bad dream.” 


With that, he punched the man squarely in the face, and he dropped like a rock. Izuku let the 
unconscious man slump to the floor, and stood back up. He met Mina’s eye; she looked 
unimpressed. 


“Was that really necessary?” she asked. It took Izuku a second to gather his thoughts enough to 
reply; he was too busy staring at her exposed face, which he’d seen barely a handful of times. She 
still looked as regal as ever, though the short-cropped hair and angry scar on one cheek added a 
feral undertone to her face as well. 


Finally, Izuku shook his head to clear it, then replied, “I mean, no. But it still worked.” 


“Except for the fact that he didn’t open the gate, so we’re stuck out here,” Mezou pointed out, 
gesturing at the sturdy metal obstacle. Izuku studied it for a moment. The gate was sizable, seemed 
to be in good repair, and was clearly locked tight against intruders. Something like this must have 
been a major obstacle in the average gang war or small-scale conflict, and an intimidating show of 
power besides. 


In other words, it didn’t have a chance in hell against him. 


Almost lazily, Izuku strode up to the door, cranking One For All up to more than fifty percent, the 
highest he’d gone since he’d been ambushed by Scorpio. He wound back, and kicked it. Hard. 


With the sound of screeching metal and shattering rock, the enormous iron doors flew from their 


hinges, dented in the center from the force of the impact. They tumbled end-over-end into the 
compound, before finally coming to a stop, sending up enormous clouds of dust as they ground 
against the stone. Every single person within the Neo-Stainist fortress turned at the same time, 
staring in shock at the destroyed gate, which had fallen with enough force to completely obscure 
whoever had taken it down in the dust cloud. 


On the other side, Mezou and Mina just stared in shock. They’d never even imagined that Izuku 
was capable of that. For a while, it seemed, they’d forgotten just how powerful Atlas was, and just 
what it meant that he was the single strongest hero in Japan. They glanced at each other as Izuku 
turned to grin at them. 


“Did you know he could do that?” Mezou asked. Mina just gave an elaborate shrug. 


“How the fuck would I know?” she countered. “I’ve never seen him do anything but get his ass 
kicked!” 


“Like I said,” Izuku called back. “Scorpio got a lucky shot.” 


Mina and Mezou swiftly looked back at their ally, who was still wearing an enormous grin on his 
face. He gestured at the wide-open gateway, still covered in a dust cloud that, along with the abject 
shock everyone inside the compound must have been experiencing, gave them a few precious 
seconds before all hell broke loose. 


“Are you guys coming or not?” he asked. 


Mina was too busy wondering what the hell was wrong with her body temperature to react, so 
Mezou shook himself free of his surprise first. He strode up to Izuku, and even though he towered 
over the hero, he still felt awfully puny next to him. 


“Remember, no collateral damage,” he told Izuku. “If someone isn’t attacking you, don’t fight 
them. I didn’t help you just to let you hurt a bunch of innocent people.” 


Izuku nodded. “Got it. Also, they’re all gonna be on high alert now, so we need to make sure Toga 
doesn’t slip away. Mina?” 


When she heard Izuku call her name, Mina finally snapped back to reality. “Yeah?” she asked, 
fighting off a slight blush as she met Izuku’s eyes. 


Izuku was still grinning, but his voice was all business as lightning flashed all around him. “You’re 
the quickest of the three of us,” he told her. “I need you to find Toga, and stop her from getting 
away. Corner her, take her down if you can, it doesn’t matter. All of this is pointless if she gets 
away.” 


Mina’s blood froze. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mezou staring meaningfully at her. She 
had every chance she needed to have her revenge...assuming that Toga was the one she needed 
vengeance on in the first place. And all she had to do was break Izuku’s trust. 


Swallowing heavily, Mina nodded back. “I’m on it,” she told Izuku. 
Izuku grinned, and turned back to the rapidly-fading dust cloud. 


“Then let’s do this,” he said. Mezou and Mina didn’t even need to say a word as the three of them 
charged through the open gate. 


From the second that Mezou, Mina, and Izuku burst into the compound, it was pure chaos. 


The Neo-Stainists were tough, numerous, and determined to defend their home. They roared in 
pure fury as they surged to meet their attackers. If anything, the fact that there were only three of 
them-which probably should have made them nervous about just how strong those three were-only 
emboldened them. Izuku soon found himself in a whirling, chaotic brawl with half a dozen 
opponents, some mutants, some not. That first fight ended in less than thirty seconds, as Izuku 
moved too fast for the eye to catch, dodging a punch here, striking with the force of a cannonball 
there, and rapidly leaving all six of his opponents as groaning, defeated heaps on the ground. He 
had less than a second to catch his breath before another tide of enemies swarmed him. 


Mina moved almost as fast, but she wasn’t bothering to stop and fight any of the Neo-Stainists, 
much to their frustration. She’d spotted that tangled mop of blond hair moving at high speed away 
from the fight, suggesting Toga was trying to make her getaway. Such a surprise that a serial killer 
had no loyalty to her cause. Mina slid between the legs of a muscular four-armed man, ran along 
the wall of a long, low building, and covered the few dozen yards of open ground to the tunnel 
entrance Toga had vanished into so fast, it seemed friction simply didn’t apply to her. As a matter 
of fact, it didn’t-she was skating along on a constant flow of acid that melted and lubricated the 
ground beneath her feet. Within moments, she had vanished after her quarry. 


Mezou, meanwhile, simply destroyed anyone who tried to stop him. Izuku could tell that he was a 
grappler by nature-his favorite tactic was simply grabbing opponents and slamming them into 
something, whether that was the ground, a wall, or their friends. Normally, a grappler would have 
struggled in a massive, chaotic brawl while outnumbered so heavily, but Mezou got around that 
problem by simply having a truly enormous number of hands. From the very moment he burst 
through the smoke, Mezou had resembled some mythological beast more than a man, with 
countless arms bursting from the roots at the ends of his webbed limbs, a constantly-shifting hydra 
of fists that could each move independently and strike with all the force of Mezou’s enormous, 
lightning-quick body. He plowed into the front line of the Neo-Stainists with all the subtlety and 
destructive power of a battering ram, leaving a long trail of unconscious enemies in his wake. 


Izuku knew he could have ended the fight faster at a higher percent, but he was hoping to follow 
Mezou’s advice as much as possible. The battlefield was simply too chaotic and close-quarters, and 
there were too many innocents caught in the crossfire. As Izuku zigzagged his way across the 
compound, dodging or crushing anyone in his way, he found himself relishing the fight. It wasn’t 
often he got to stretch his wings like this; he rarely had to push himself, nowadays. One For All 
was just too strong for anyone to resist. And, as much as Izuku sometimes felt guilty for admitting 
it, going all-out in a fight was honestly fun. There was something about the rush he got while 
pouring One For All into every moment that was simply unparalleled by anything else in the 

world. 


It didn’t take long for most of the small fry to get weeded out. Between Mezou and Izuku, two of 
the Underground’s most capable fighters were here, and they were ripping through the Neo- 
Stainists like they were made of paper. But there were a few holdouts, as the best the Neo-Stainists 
had refused to go down. 


Just as he put down one opponent with a vicious blow to the chest, Izuku was alerted by a shout 
from across the battlefield. Following it to the source, he found Mezou grappling with a woman 
who had the body of an enormous boa constrictor. Stretched out, she must have been twenty feet 
long or more, not including the human torso that was seamlessly joined to the snake’s body at the 
waist. The woman was lightning-quick, and as Izuku watched, she fought to wrap her enormously 
muscular tail around Mezou’s chest, trying to crush him. Despite Mezou’s best efforts to grab her, 
his hands couldn’t get enough leverage to budge her. Clearly, the woman’s strength was as off-the- 


charts ridiculous as Mezou’s own. Slowly but surely, she seemed to be winning. 


Batting away the bizarre mental image of an octopus fighting a snake that the scene inspired in 
him, Izuku raced to Mezou’s aid. Unfortunately, as he raced closer, the woman saw him coming. 
Her slitted, reptilian eyes lit up with what could only be delight, and in a flash, she released Mezou 
from her grip. Before Izuku could even realize what was happening, she was heading straight at 
him. 


However fast Izuku had thought the woman was, she turned out to be faster. In an attempt to keep 
her from getting close, he tried to flick his fingers to create an explosion of force, but she slipped 
past it before he could aim properly. Izuku’s eyes went wide as she suddenly turned, and the end of 
her tail came whirling around, moving too fast to even see. Izuku felt something crack as the 
woman tail-whipped him so hard he flew straight through the solid stone wall of the nearest 
(thankfully empty) building. Groaning, he tried to stumble to his feet, but before he could, the 
woman had him pinned. Long, muscular coils wrapped tight around him, squeezing the air out of 
his lungs in pained gasps. 


As Izuku fought for breath, hands trapped uselessly against his sides, the woman grinned, drawing 
him closer. 


“Well, well, well, if it issssn’t Atlasssss,” she hissed, annoying Izuku with her stereotypical accent 
almost as much as Scorpio’s name had. “What did thosssse traitors do to get you to come down 
here, eh?” 


With as much force as he could muster, Izuku spat, “They are not... traitors...” 


The woman’s only reply was a dark chuckle as she squeezed the life out of him. Izuku thrashed 
helplessly, but he knew it was useless. He would need a miracle to save him, now. 


Instead of a miracle, he got Mezou Shoji. A hulking form appeared in the hole Izuku had punched 
in the wall, and the woman cried out as the tip of her tail was yanked hard enough to distract her 
from her prey. Izuku gasped, taking in as much air as he could as the woman’s coils loosened. He 
craned his neck to look as the woman was forcibly dragged off of him, the immense strength of her 
snake body not enough to match Mezou’s as more and more hands grabbed at her, hauling her 
deeper into the deadliest bear hug in the Depths. 


His whole body straining with the effort of wrangling the enormously powerful woman, Mezou 
grunted, “/...Hate...Snakes.” 


Mezou seized the struggling woman by the very end of her tail, and cracked her like a whip. The 
woman screamed, a sound that was very abruptly cut off as the sound of her head receiving several 
Gs worth of force was followed by her going very, very limp. Not dead-probably-but also not likely 
to wake up for a good long while. 


Izuku groaned as he got to his feet. Yep, his ribs didn’t like that one bit. Hopefully they weren’t too 
broken. 


“Thanks for that one,” he said to Mezou as the larger man stepped back to let him come out of the 
building. Mezou didn’t say a word, and his eyes didn’t lose a drop of their disdain and barely-veiled 
dislike. After a moment, though, he nodded. 


Before Izuku could refocus on the fight, though, there was a loud slamming sound, and Mezou 
grunted in pain. Shocked, Izuku whirled to face his ally, only to find an enormous, six-foot-long 
spear buried in Mezou’s shoulder. The enormous mutant staggered, though his expression was 


more annoyed than scared or agonized. 


Izuku knew that he needed to prioritize finding their attacker over all else, so his eyes began to 
rapidly scan the rapidly-depopulating compound, searching for the spear’s origin. Before he could 
find it, though, he was forced to leap backwards to avoid a second jagged spear that slammed 
downwards with enough force to embed the tip half a foot into solid stone. Looking up as he heard 
the slow beating of heavy wings, Izuku spotted the culprit hanging some thirty feet in the air above 
and ahead of them; the man resembled nothing so much as a European gargoyle, complete with 
stony skin, permanently-snarling face with protruding teeth, enormous wings, and a misshapen, 
bizarrely-proportioned body that looked more like carved stone than flesh and blood. As Izuku 
watched, the mutant raised one hand, and green energy gathered into the crystallized form of yet 
another spear. 


Izuku’s body moved before he knew what was happening. He kicked into the air, activating Float 
without even having to think about it. Angling himself towards the man, he soared rapidly into the 
air, gaining height fast enough that he might just be able to get there before the man threw his next 
spear- 


As it turned out, he couldn’t get there in time. The man reared back and tossed the spear with truly 
enormous force, not at Izuku, but at the wounded and dazed Mezou below them. 


Izuku realized where the spear was heading just in time, and acted out of complete desperation. He 
contorted in midair so that he was facing downwards, tendrils of Black Whip extending from his 
outstretched hand. Izuku felt as if he was moving in slow motion as four Black Whip tendrils shot 
across the empty expanse of air in a fraction of a fraction of a second, wrapping tightly around the 
deadly javelin. As soon as he had it, Izuku felt the tendrils go taut; the spear had been thrown with 
such insane force, it was entirely capable of dragging him along with it on its journey into Mezou’s 
heart. 


“Fine, then,” Izuku thought, somewhere in those frozen bits of time, even though he had no chance 
to think, no time to do anything but act. “If I can’t stop it...I'll redirect it.” 


Instead of trying vainly to slow the javelin down or stop it, IZuku moved with it instead. He tugged 
up with Black Whip, pouring every drop of his strength into the nudge. 


With all of its forward momentum intact, the spear curved upwards, dragging Izuku with it as it 
was hauled from a straight trajectory into an arc, a semicircle of glittering death. The sheer speed 
behind it chafed at Izuku’s control, fighting him for the right to sail straight the way it had been 
thrown, but Izuku refused to let it. He grit his teeth as he spun with the spear, executing a full 
somersault in midair from the sheer centrifugal force of the enormous projectile. In less than a 
heartbeat, the javelin had been completely redirected; it approached the apex of the circle, ready to 
swing down and complete a full loop. 


It never got that far. 


Just as the spear reached the apex of its flight, Izuku poured everything he had into One For All. 
Anger, fear, hate, love, none of it mattered. There was only the endless stream of power; indeed, 
for that fraction of a second, Izuku was the power, was a being writ in lightning rather than flesh, 
bright enough to illuminate the entire compound with a blinding green sun. 


“One Hundred Percent,” Izuku thought to himself, grimly satisfied. 


All that power surged up the straining tendrils binding the javelin to Izuku; they were like electric 
cables, transmitting every drop of that force straight to the spear, stray thunderbolts erupting from 


tendril and spear and man alike. 


The spear was glowing now, glowing like the sun itself. It dipped just past its apex, now moving 
with twenty times the force it had been thrown with. Izuku looked down, into the eyes of the 
gargoyle-man who had tried to kill Mezou, and saw that light glowing there, too. The man was 
terrified, and in his eyes, Izuku saw why; the man knew what was about to happen. Somehow, 
even though he had no chance to react, no chance to even think, he knew. 


And then Izuku smiled. Haloed by the lightning, eyes glowing green with power, he knew that the 
image of him bringing that spear down would be burned into the man’s eyes forever. 


The spear curved down, pointing straight at the man, and Izuku finally let it fall. The tendrils 
fizzled away, dissolving into darkness that winked out of existence, and the spear flew. 


There was a roar like nothing any resident of the Depths had ever heard as the spear broke the 
sound barrier in the still, dry air. A shockwave sent rocks falling from cliffs and made buildings 
shudder all around the compound...and the gargoyle-man simply vanished from view as the spear 
plowed into him like the fist of God. 


Izuku wasn’t quite aware of his own body until his shoes skidded against solid stone. He realized 
he had come down to earth still in the extended, unwound position he had completed the throw 
from, one fist pushing against the earth, the other flared out to his side, knees bent, chest heaving 
deeply. He looked like a Greek statue-not a bad description, since he had just completed a javelin 
throw that would have put any Olympian to shame. He rose to his feet, wincing as his ribs 
protested every breath. 


Raising his head, Izuku finally saw the devastation his throw had caused. Struck by his own spear, 
the gargoyle-man had slammed directly into the thick, solid stone of the compound wall...and torn 
right through it. A gaping hole at least ten feet wide had opened up in the wall, and outside it, there 
was an unmistakable skid mark through a forest of small stalagmites that had been broken and torn 
up by the passage of the unfortunate mutant. Izuku couldn’t see the man, but he had a sneaking 
feeling he wasn’t dead-that stony skin had looked tough. 


Izuku jumped a little when Mezou tapped him on the shoulder. The larger man had made his way 
to where Izuku had skidded to a stop in the open ground outside the building they’d been attacked 
in, still clutching his impaled shoulder. 


Izuku waited for him to speak. People tended to react...oddly the first time they saw him use one 
hundred percent. Ejiro had been slack-jawed for hours. All Might, perhaps the person most able to 
imagine what it was like, had been teary-eyed with awe. Bakugo had just been slightly angrier than 
normal. Even now, looking around, Izuku could see that there were a few dozen Neo-Stainists left, 
but they were cowering, clearly terrified to confront the person who had just done that. 


Mezou, though, was still wearing the exact same expression he had been when he’d saved Izuku’s 
life, just...a few moments earlier, actually. His eyes betrayed nothing. 


At last, he spoke. “Not bad,” he admitted. 
Izuku raised an eyebrow. “Jf this is an act,” he thought, “this man deserves a fucking Oscar.” 
“If you say so,” he replied. “Is your shoulder okay?” 


Mezou looked down at the enormous spear still embedded in his shoulder. With a dismissive snort, 
he extended a dozen hands to grab it. He grunted as they pulled it free, much to Izuku’s shock. That 


shock abated somewhat when he watched the deep wound start to close rapidly, all by itself. 
Mezou broke the spear in two with one hand around the shaft, then tossed the pieces aside with 
contempt. 


“Give it a few minutes, and I'll be right as rain,” Mezou said causally. 
Izuku shook his head in disbelief. “Your quirk is awesome,” he told Mezou. 


Mezou snorted, and gave Izuku a strange look. “Says the man who just became the sun,” his 
expression seemed to say. 


A moment later, the Neo-Stainists seemed to finally regain their senses. A yell rose up from the 
other side of the compound, and Izuku and Mezou turned to see a surprisingly large number of 
Neo-Stainists charging towards them. 


Izuku muttered, “These guys just don’t quit, do they?” 
Mezou made a grunting noise that probably meant he agreed. “Ill deal with them,” he said. 
Izuku raised an eyebrow. “You’re injured,” he protested. 


“So are you,” Mezou countered. “And besides, we didn’t come here to beat up a bunch of mooks. 
We came here to catch that serial killer, and it’s been a while since we’ ve seen Mina.” 


Izuku’s eyes went wide. “Shit,” he breathed. “I just realized I sent her off without backup to fight 
Toga. I hope she’s okay.” 


“She’s fine, I guarantee you,” Mezou replied, quickly shutting down Izuku’s mounting worry. “It’s 
gonna take more than a two-bit serial killer to hurt her. No, I’m more worried about what she’s 
gonna do.” 


Izuku frowned. “What are you talking about?” he asked. 


Mezou opened his mouth as if to speak, then hesitated. “If I take the time to explain, it might be too 
late to prevent it,” he replied. “Just... go, dammit. Now.” 


Izuku started to argue, but Mezou’s deadly serious glare made him rethink. He decided that if 
Mezou trusted him enough to send him to help Mina, it was only fair to trust Mezou to do what he 
said he would do. 


“Okay then,” he told Mezou. “See you in a bit.” 


Mezou nodded, and turned to face the approaching Neo-Stainists. Izuku raced for the nearest 
tunnel entrance he could see, determined to find both Mina and Toga. 


He just hoped he wasn’t too late. 
Mina was getting sick and tired of these tunnels. They wound around and around like a fucking 


maze, they were poorly lit, and they had lots and lots of places for Toga to ambush her from. 
Which she had. 


Repeatedly. 


Mina had mostly managed to escape those attacks unhurt, though one had given her a nice nick 
across her outer thigh that she was definitely going to feel later. Even so, every time Toga had tried 


to pull a knife on her, Mina had managed to melt it away without too much trouble. Yet, the damn 
woman just kept pulling out more knives. Where did she even get them all? 


It had taken Mina far too long to finally wear Toga down, but she had. If there were emergency 
escape routes out of the compound somewhere down here-and Mina was sure that there were-Toga 
had either not managed to find them, or Mina had managed to cut her off from them. One way or 
the other, this chase was about to end. 


But that still left the issue of what Mina was going to do when she caught Toga. And she still 
didn’t have the answer to that. She was scared of even asking the question of herself. One way or 
another, though, she would have to decide. 


Suddenly, a familiar voice called out, “Mina? Are you there?” 


Mina’s eyes went wide, and she felt a bizarre mix of relief, frustration, and fading hope. Maybe 
Izuku would take the decision out of her hands. She yelled back, “Yeah, I’m right here! Quick, help 
me corner Toga!” 


Without even needing to be prompted or have the layout of the tunnels explained, Izuku called 
back, “Got it!” 


From somewhere between them, that silky sweet voice Mina had rapidly learned to hate joined in. 
“Ts that Izuku I hear? Oh, I’m such a lucky girl!” 


Mina was tempted to shout something insulting back, but that would have just given away her 
position...like Toga had just done. 


At last, Mina came around a corner and found herself face-to-face with the murderer herself. She 
matched the description Izuku had given them eerily well; yellow-blonde hair up in two poorly 
done loose buns, a petite figure that might have been cute in another life, and pointed canine teeth. 
Worst of all, though, were her eyes. They were golden-yellow, almost like Mina’s, except leached 
of color and kindness. Toga’s eyes were cold and hungry, and no matter what emotion she was 
expressing, they stayed that way. It was like looking into the eyes of a predator. 


Toga tried to backpedal away from Mina, but when her back hit the wall, she realized that she was 
in a small dead-end room, with little more than some scattered crates for cover. She had cornered 
herself. 


“Going somewhere?” Mina asked with calm she didn’t feel. Toga didn’t reply as Izuku’s footsteps 
grew louder. Out of the corner of her eye, Mina spotted him entering the hallway she’d just come 
down. As soon as he reached the room, Mina stepped back, hands trembling as she fought her own 
instincts. 


“What should I do?” she wondered. “Am I really willing to give up my only chance for revenge?” 


Toga’s sickly yellow eyes glittered ferally in the dim light. In a voice like honeyed poison, she 
said, “Hello there, dear Izuku. It’s been quite a while, hasn’t it?” 


Izuku didn’t move, or even change his expression. He simply stood in the only entrance to the 
room, his jaw set. He looked like a different man then, half in shadow, with stray bolts of lightning 
dancing their way across his skin. Mina stood beside him as he agreed, “Far too long, Toga. I 
should have brought you in years ago. Now, come quietly, or else.” 


The power radiating off Izuku’s skin grew even stronger, and Mina had no doubt about what that 
“else” would be. 


All that was happening in the back of her mind, though. Her thoughts seemed distant and hazy, 
fading into a blood-red fog that thickened with each second she spent staring into the face of a 
murderer. 


“T can’t let her get away with it,” she thought. “J can’t keep mourning him forever.” 


Mina recalled what Izuku had told her about Toga. She was a serial killer who had been targeting 
mutants as easy prey. She’d been active down here for years, nearly a decade, in fact. 


And all those facts lined up with the worst day of Mina’s life, so perfectly that she’d come to a 
terrible, awful realization. It had been why she’d brought Izuku here in the first place. 


Toga had killed someone she’d loved. It made too much sense-there was no other explanation that 
fit so well. Not that she’d ever found, at least. 


The monster smiled evilly. “And what if I don’t?” she asked. “Will you set your pet on me? What 
did you promise the poor girl, to get her to help you?” 


Toga gestured at Mina, eyes twinkling with an inhuman light. The insults rolled off Mina’s back 
like water, but she couldn’t shake those eyes. How many people had died staring into them? Had 
they been the last thing he’d seen before... 


That thought broke Mina’s control entirely. Before Toga could say another word, Mina exploded 
past Izuku, moving so quickly he could only stand frozen in shock. Toga made a strangled gasping 
noise as Mina grabbed her by the wrist and throat, and slammed her violently into the stone wall of 
the dark room. 


Clearly just as surprised, Toga choked out, “Ooh, a feisty one. I have to say, cutie, you’ ve got quite 
the unique charm to you. I wonder if your blood would taste any different than a human’s.” 


There was the unmistakable bubbling sound of acid beginning to form in Mina’s hands as she 
pinned Toga in place. “Listen to me carefully, murderer,” she said in a low, deadly voice with 
more hate in it than she had ever let out before. “I’m only going to say this once. Did you kill 

him?” 


Toga could barely move her head, but her expression suggested a quizzical tilt as she answered, 
“You'll have to be more specific, cutie. ve killed a lot of people, you know.” 


Mina’s grip tightened, forcing a pained hiss from Toga’s mouth as her acid grew stronger, nibbling 
at pale skin. She didn’t know where Izuku was or what he was doing, and she didn’t care. All Mina 
wanted was to kill Toga, more than anything she’d ever wanted in her life. But she couldn’ t-not 
yet. Not until she knew for sure. 


“Six years ago,” she snapped, every muscle in her body straining, thirsty for blood, for vengeance. 
“His name was Fumikage Tokoyami. Did you kill him?” 


Toga’s reaction was nothing like Mina expected. She looked into Mina’s eyes, golden stars 
meeting feral slits for half a second of frozen time, and then she /aughed. A cackling, wild laugh 
that was more confirmation than Mina ever needed that this woman was totally, utterly insane 
burst from her lips, leaving Mina stunned and shattered. 


In that gentle, evil voice, Toga crooned, “Oh, you want revenge, don’t you? You think I killed 
someone you loved. Well, maybe I did. I can’t say I remember all of them, though-there’s just too 
many! How is a girl supposed to keep track of them all? But that name...well, it rings a bell.” 


Mina made a sound that was half choking sob, half cry of rage. She tried to tighten her grip further, 
her acid getting stronger with every passing second. But before she could, Toga added, “Oh, but 
don’t take my word for it. You see, I’m fond of some keepsakes. I like holding on to bits of some 
people from my past, to remember them by. And I think I’ve got a little bit of that one left...” 


Suddenly, Toga moved. One of her knees shot upwards into Mina’s gut, and Mina was so 
distracted by the firestorm of hatred and grief raging in her heart that she didn’t see it coming. She 
stumbled backwards for half a second, nearly doubling over as she scrambled to avoid a follow-up 
attack. Finally, she heard Izuku start forwards, a sound that might have been her name on his lips. 


But Toga’s attack never came. Instead, she grabbed for something in her sleeve, or maybe on her 
wrist-Mina couldn’t tell. She barely caught a glimpse of it as Toga yanked it free with a victorious 
grin on her face. 


It was a small blood vial, one that looked cracked and weathered. As Mina watched, Toga opened 
it and poured it straight into her mouth, sighing happily as she swallowed it down. 


Mina’s entire body went cold as Toga’s form began to melt, turning into some sort of amorphous 
goo. The hum of lightning and the smell of ozone from Izuku’s quirk both grew stronger-whatever 
was happening, it was making him instinctively pour on power, ready for a fight. 


Then, a face emerged once again from the goo, and Mina’s heart shattered into a thousand shards 
of glass, because she knew it. 


A distinctly avian-shaped head, with dark black feathers and a curved yellow beak. A somber, 
reserved look in wide eyes, tempered by a reserve of kindness and strength she’d once relied so 
much on. The face of the first person Mina had ever trusted. Toga-wearing the face of Fumikage 
Tokoyami-smiled widely and evilly, and it was wrong, wrong like a blue sky at midnight, a 
twisted, impossible memory. 


“T bet you missed this one, didn’t you?” he- she- murmured, and Mina almost sobbed at the 
somber, dulcet tones of Fumikage’s voice, at how they were being perverted by the serial killer, 
used to break her down even more. 


It was like looking into a past Mina had forced herself to forget-or like meeting a ghost on a dark, 
lonely road, where everything was a twisted reflection of what she’d once known. The sight of his 
face filled Mina with disbelieving horror-horror that immediately morphed into all-consuming, 
murderous rage. 


Mina was going to kill Toga with her bare fucking hands. She was going to melt through her throat 
and rip out her eyes. She was going to...to... 


Mina lunged. She didn’t even recall standing upright again, but she was already leaping for Toga’s 
throat. It had to be her throat-it looked so much like Fumi, but it wasn’t. Fumi was dead. For the 
first time in six years, Mina knew it for sure, knew she’d never see him again. It destroyed her 
utterly, left her as a seething ball of hate and rage and pain. All she wanted to do was destroy. 


Toga shrieked in Fumikage’s voice as Mina’s hands burned into her flesh. For a second, the dark 
room grew darker, something imperceptible flashing between the bodies of the two women 
brawling on the dirty floor of the room. 


“T’'ll kill you!” Mina howled as her hands found Toga’s throat, burning, ripping, breaking. She 
could feel Toga thrashing under her, and some broken fragment of her heart felt sick glee at hurting 
the woman who’d murdered her first friend. 


Then, out of nowhere, there was /zuku. Strong hands grabbed Mina’s shoulders, pried at her 
clenching fists, spoke urgent but steady words she couldn’t hear. But Mina was too far gone; her 
hands, almost her entire body in fact, was by now coated in a layer of acid strong enough to melt 
through solid steel. It splashed everywhere, with every movement, and Mina couldn’t find it in her 
to care about the sounds Izuku made as he grabbed at her, sounds that could only have been 
suppressed screams, quashed by a will too strong to break like Mina had. At last, something in 
Mina cracked, just as Izuku said, “No!” 


In half a second, Mina found herself yanked away, falling to the floor in a clatter of limbs and 
splashes of dying acid. She blinked, not sure what was going on, or why she hadn’t felt Toga’s 
death throes yet. 


She realized a moment later that Izuku was still grabbing her, still had her helpless on the ground, 
unwilling to let her go. She thrashed desperately, determined to get her hands back around Toga’s 
throat. 


“L-let me go!” she shouted. “She needs to die, Izuku! I’m gonna kill her!” 


In a voice that trembled with barely-suppressed pain, Izuku murmured, “No, Mina. I won’t let you 
kill her. ’'m sorry.” 


Mina hated him in that moment, more powerfully than she’d ever thought she could hate anything. 
She almost turned on him, almost tried to melt him into a puddle on the spot. The only reason she 
wasn’t able to was because Toga staggered to her feet, still wearing the corpse of Fumikage like a 
fucking costume. 


She chuckled darkly as she felt the ring of barely-there skin around her neck in the shape of Mina’s 
hands; another second, and Mina would have probably melted down to the bone. 


“Typical hero,” she mocked, wheezing for breath as she fought the pain. “Can’t even kill someone 
properly. Although...does that really still apply to you, /zuku?” 


Then, something new happened. Strange energy, like shadows but darker, covered Toga’s body 
like a second skin, forming talons over her hands. Glowing yellow eyes replaced Fumikage’s, as a 
jagged shadow formed into a monster over him. The darkness boiled, and Toga struck. 


Mina flinched instinctively, but she quickly found herself pinned by Izuku, who flung himself over 
her protectively. She heard him grunt as those shadow talons raked down his shoulder and back, 
leaving deep gouges. Then, Toga vanished, racing through the empty doorway and out into the 
labyrinth of tunnels. 


Gone. 
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Long after Toga had disappeared from view, Izuku finally picked himself up from the floor. He 
made as if to go after her, then hesitated. The sound of a tunnel collapsing echoed through the 
space, and Izuku realized that they were never going to catch Toga now. He turned back to Mina, 
instead, who was already climbing to her feet. 


Izuku froze at the look in her eyes. He had thought he had seen Mina at her angriest, but the rage 
on her face was beyond anything he had thought her capable of. She looked as if she was seconds 
from attacking. 


“What the fuck, Izuku?” she said, half-yelling, half-hissing. “I...you...[ had her, dammit! You just 
let her escape!” 


Izuku met her eyes, fighting for control of his temper. This was bad, and he knew it-they were both 
off-balance, struggling with their own demons from seeing Toga again, and now Mina was lashing 
out. He could tell how much of a wreck she was at that moment; her eyes were wide and her whole 
body was trembling. Still, he had to wrestle his anger and frustration under control as he replied, “I 
stopped you from killing her, Mina.” 


“Exactly,” Mina spat, stalking closer. “All our problems were about to be solved, and then you 
just...you fucked it all up! I don’t even know what the hell you were thinking! You’re the one who 
wanted to come down here and get revenge!” 


Izuku took a deep breath. Crossing his arms over his chest, he said calmly, “I don’t want my 
revenge to be murdering her.” 


Mina bared her teeth in a snarl. She met his eye, and she told him, “But J do. Fuck your weak- 
hearted “no killing” bullshit. I want her dead. I want to kill her for what she did to...to Fumi...” 


Just like that, Mina’s expression changed again. Like a mirror shattering, her whole face shook 


with another realization, and she looked as though she were about to start crying. Her breath came 
fast and sharp, thick with mucus. Even though Izuku didn’t know a thing about who “Fumi” was, 
he knew that whoever they were, learning they were dead had just about broken Mina. The 
bleeding claw marks on his shoulder from whatever that thing had been that Toga turned into stung 
painfully as he tried to refocus. 


“Listen, Mina,” he began. “Let’s get out of here. Maybe we can-” 


Once again, Mina’s face hardened as she seemed to turn her pain outwards, searching for a target. 
She spat, “I’m not listening to anything you say, Izuku. Not after what you just did.” 


Izuku’s patience was rapidly wearing thin. He snapped, “I stopped you from committing murder.” 


“You stopped me from avenging someone I loved,” Mina corrected, her voice full of hate. “I never 
should have brought you here. You’re a typical hero-more obsessed with following rules than 
doing what’s right.” 


“Stopping you was the right thing!” Izuku told her. 


Mina’s eyes seemed to glow with fury as she replied, “No. No, it wasn’t. You’re not from the 
Depths, you wouldn’t understand.” 


“Understand what?” Izuku demanded. 


“That if you aren’t willing to get your hands dirty, you’ll never survive down here,” Mina hissed 
darkly. “Some people need to die. This isn’t the surface, where you can get away with a nice, soft 
life where you never have to kill anyone-” 

Izuku had had enough. Lightning danced across his skin as he yelled, “Enough, Mina!” 

Mina fell quiet, shock on her face. Distantly, Izuku realized that he had stomped his foot as he 
spoke, and the entire tunnel network had shaken as if in an earthquake. Forcing himself to rein in 
One For All, he continued, “We can keep fighting about this all you want, but not here. We are 
going to get out of these tunnels, find Mezou, and then you can shout at me for all I fucking care. 
But let’s get out of here before we get killed.” 


Mina seemed stunned into silence, perhaps because she’d never heard Izuku swear in anger before. 
Before she had recovered too much of her anger, she muttered, “Fine. But this isn’t over, not by a 
long shot.” 


Izuku’s shoulders slumped as Mina stalked past him, not even hesitating as she forced him aside. 
Not once during the walk out of the tunnels did she glance at him or even acknowledge his 
presence. 


Izuku shook his head. It had been so long since he’d failed in a mission like this, he’d forgotten 
how bitter it was. So much work, so many compromises and risks taken...all for nothing. 


They’d lost. 
When Mina and Izuku reached the surface of the compound, they found themselves briefly stunned 
into silence. 


Standing there, right near the entrance of the tunnel, was Mezou. He was barely breathing hard, 
though sweat was forming a lather all across his skin. But there were no opponents left for him to 


fight-dozens of injured and unconscious Neo-Stainists littered the ground all across the compound, 
and not a single one seemed to be capable of fighting anymore. Once again, Izuku found himself 
reminded of just how much of a force of nature Mezou was when he wanted to be. 


Mezou nodded at them as they emerged from the tunnel, but his eyes quickly darkened as he 
noticed a certain absence. 


“What happened to Toga?” he asked as Mina and Izuku joined him. 
Izuku took a deep breath, then shook his head. “She got away,” he told Mezou. 


Mina glared at him, rage still plain on her face. “You mean you /et her get away,” she snapped. “I 
had her, Mezou. In my hands, everything. And then this fucker grabbed me off her.” 


Izuku countered, “You were trying to murder her, Mina. Toga tricked you into letting your guard 
down, and-” 


“Tricked me?” Mina repeated incredulously, her voice faltering as she met Mezou’s eyes. “She... 
Mezou, she had Fumi’s blood. She...she t-transformed-” 


Mezou’s eyes filled with horror as Mina’s voice failed her. Izuku had told them both about how 
Toga’s powers worked-he knew what that meant. 


“Fuck,” Mezou swore, hanging his head. Neither Mina nor Izuku saw the relief that crept into 
Mezou’s eyes as they turned back to each other. 


“You ruined my one shot at revenge,” Mina told Izuku. “All of that talk, all the things that made 
me trust you even a little bit...they were fake, weren’t they? When it mattered, you couldn’t let go 
of the dreamland you abovegrounders live in. You couldn’t let go of your pretty little dream of 
nobody getting killed.” 


Izuku’s eyes sparked. “I didn’t stop you because I was naive, Mina,” he snapped. “I stopped you 
because I’m a hero, and I can’t just sit around and watch my allies murder people.” 


Mina held Izuku’s gaze for a long, tense moment. Then, she said, “Yeah, I guess you are a hero. 
Arrogant, self-righteous, and so sure that your way is the best for all of us monsters living down 
here in the dark, damp caves you don’t want. I guess I managed to forget what you really are.” 


Izuku just shook his head, hissing as he accidentally clenched his fists. They were burned pretty 
seriously thanks to Mina’s acid; he would be fine with a few days of treatment aboveground, 
though. Mina’s eyes landed on the damaged pink tissue of Izuku’s fingers, and a spark of guilt 
seemed to flicker in her eyes for a moment before being swallowed back up by her anger. 


Before they could start arguing again, Mezou interrupted, “Guys, now isn’t the time for this.” 


Mina whirled to face him. “Mezou, Fumi is dead,” she told him, her voice wavering. “How...how 
are you still so calm about this?” 


Mezou met her eyes, and let out a deep breath. Izuku realized what he was going to say before he 
said it. 


“T’m not,” the enormous mutant admitted. “I’m a fucking mess right now, actually. But before I 
can let myself really process that, I’m doing my damndest to stay focused on the present, and 
getting us out of here. Not to mention...we have another problem.” 


Izuku frowned. “What problem?” he asked. 


Mezou raised an arm towards a small building just beside them that had had its front door ripped 
off its hinges. Inside, Izuku saw a humanoid figure, slumped against the back wall. But that 
couldn’t be a person...could it? The figure was enormous and bulky, but rounded in a way that was 
still sleek. And their skin was black and white, almost like... 


“T found Kugo,” Mezou said quietly. 


Upon hearing his name, the man raised his enormous head. He bared jagged teeth in an unfocused 
grin. 

“You don’t gotta be so quiet,” Kugo muttered in an immensely deep and gravelly voice. “I may 
look like shit, but my ears work just fine.” 


Izuku felt his surprise grow as his view of Kugo got better. The orca mutant was truly enormous, 
even bulkier than Mezou was, with deadly sharp teeth, terrifying red eyes, and enormous hands. 
But he looked like he’d been on the losing end of a brawl with a lawnmower. His colossal head was 
covered in slash wounds, many barely healed or still leaking blood. Bruises and other wounds 
crisscrossed old scars, many red and angry. One of his arms looked broken, and one leg was 
wrapped in a filthy-looking tourniquet. A sizable chunk of his dorsal fin seemed to be missing. 


“What happened to him?” Izuku murmured softly. 


Mezou just shrugged. “He’s barely conscious,” he answered. “This is about as lucid as he gets, but 
he barely seems to recognize me. I can’t get any answers out of him.” 


Sure enough, Kugo’s head lolled back a moment later, his breathing deep and erratic. Mina just 
scowled, seemingly still unable to let go of her grief and fury. “What are we gonna do with him?” 
she asked. “I get the feeling that if his own people left him like this, they don’t care much if he 
lives or dies.” 


Mezou nodded. “I’m not leaving him behind,” he said, staring directly at Izuku as if expecting him 
to argue. Perhaps he thought that Izuku would protest against saving the leader of a Neo-Stainist 


group. 


However, Izuku just nodded. “You need help carrying him or not?” he asked. Looking a little 
surprised, Mezou shook his head. As if to demonstrate, he quickly stepped over to the enormous 
man, arms splitting again and again to form a stable platform to carry him. With seemingly little 
effort, he wrapped all those arms around Kugo, and soon had him well balanced across his 
shoulders. 


“Let’s get going,” Mezou grunted. “Tsu will be waiting for us.” 


Kugo was already unconscious again, so Izuku and Mina just nodded, both of them seemingly 
deciding to postpone their argument until they were back at Mezou and Tsu’s house. With heavy 
hearts and little else to show for their efforts, they finally left the compound. 


It took them more than an hour to get back to Mezou and Tsu’s house. As soon as they did, Tsu 
came out to greet them. She barely raised an eyebrow at the fact that they didn’t have Toga, or how 
Mina was still an emotional wreck, or the enormous orca-man she was soon wrapping in 

bandages. 


Once the unconscious Kugo was safely in a spare bed, the three mutants and Izuku gathered in the 
living room, each finding a seat on the simple, well-worn furniture. 


For a long moment, there was a muted, somber silence. It was almost like a funeral, with an absent 
presence looming over them all. 


At last, Tsu began. “So,” she said. “What happened? You all came back with one very injured man, 
no Toga, and Mina keeps glaring daggers at Izuku. Explain.” 


Izuku sighed, prepared to explain himself as best he could, but Mina was quicker on the uptake. 
She snapped, “We had her, and then Izuku let her get away.” 


“T stopped you from killing her, Mina,” Izuku retorted angrily. “How is this my fault?” 


“Because you got cold feet,” Mina told him spitefully. “What, you thought I was gonna smile and 
wave while you put Toga in handcuffs and carted her off to prison aboveground so you could get 
all your glory?” 


“Glory?” Izuku spluttered. “Mina, none of this was about glory. I told you as much. This-this was 
personal. | wanted to catch her because she needed to be stopped.” 


“You're right,” Mina agreed coldly. “I was going to stop her from ever hurting anyone ever again. 
That’s what justice is, isn’t 1t?” 


“T...Mina, that wouldn’t have been justice,” Izuku told her. “That would have been murder, pure 
and simple. I wasn’t going to sit there and watch!” 


“You don’t understand,” Mina hissed, eyes blazing in the dim light. She leaned forwards in her 
chair, finger jabbing towards Izuku. “You'll never understand. Yeah, I wanted to kill her. I’m not 
going to apologize for that, hero. I don’t feel bad about it. If she was here, my hands would be 
around her neck right now.” 


Izuku was on his feet by now, standing next to one wall; something hard was glinting in his own 
eyes, and anger like Mina had never seen from him spilled out with every tight movement. Tsu and 
Mezou were watching the back-and-forth, seemingly unwilling to get involved. 


“What don’t I understand?” Izuku demanded. “You would have been a murderer, Mina. I can’t-I 
couldn’t accept that.” 


“Why not?” Mina snarled. “Have you forgotten what I am, Izuku? I’m a monster. 'm a criminal. 
What’s one more mark on my rap sheet?” 


Suddenly, there was a sharp thud that shook the whole building. Mina flinched, years of 
subterranean instincts screaming at her. When she opened her eyes again, she went stiff; Izuku had 
slammed his fist into the stone wall, a spiderweb of cracks spiraling out from his lightning- 
wreathed fingers. 


Izuku stared her down; Mina wondered what he was thinking. For the first time, she couldn’t read 
the look in his eye. 


“Are you a murderer?” he asked, cold and steady. “Have you killed before, Mina?” 


Mina opened her mouth, then hesitated. For a single second, her rage faltered. “N-no,” she 
admitted at last, hating herself for how small her voice sounded in that moment. “I’ve...wanted to, 
a few times. Really, really hurt people, in self-defense. But never...never killed.” 


Izuku’s face didn’t change. He rounded on Mezou, who had been watching carefully, arms crossed 
over his chest, eyes glinting with an inscrutable emotion. 


“What about you?” Izuku demanded. His voice would allow no argument. 


Mezou’s stare was just as disinterested and ironclad as it always was; he met Izuku’s eye with icy 
calm, and not even Tsu’s presence beside him could warm his features at all. Underneath it, 
though, was something else, something dark. Izuku could see memories raging through the man, 
distant shadows lingering at the edges of his mind. 


“Be careful, asking questions like that,” Mezou warned, voice dipping low, nearly to a growl. “You 
might not want to know the answer.” 


The non-answer was as good as a confirmation. For a second, Izuku stood utterly motionless, 
holding Mezou’s gaze with what might have been respect, or anger, or steely resolve. At last, he 
nodded in acknowledgement. 


Then, Izuku turned back to Mina. “I have,” he said simply, so quiet she had to listen closely to 
make sure she hadn’t misheard. “I’ve killed someone before.” 


Mina’s eyes went wide. “You...you’re...” she began disbelievingly. She couldn’t finish the 
question, couldn’t reconcile the idea of the spotless, flawless hero Atlas with a murderer...no, that 
wasn’t it. She could believe that a hero was a killer. But zuku? The sweet, awkward, slightly 
hapless man she’d almost started to trust? The thought of him in the grip of the bloodlust that had 
come over her was...Mina couldn’t imagine it. 


Only, with that light in his eye, the odd glint that sparkled in the near darkness...she could. 


Mezou, too, seemed shocked; he leaned forwards, studying Izuku with some strange new look in 
his eye. Izuku turned, ever so slightly, and returned the look. At last, Mezou nodded, one killer to 
another. He, it seemed, needed no words. 


Izuku kept talking, spilling more words out into the choking silence. Now that he’d admitted the 
truth, he couldn’t stop. It had been years since he had spoken of this-he rarely talked about it, even 
with Ejiro. And yet, here he was, spilling his secrets to Mina as she watched with those glittering 
golden eyes. “That’s why I stopped you, Mina,” he explained, speaking quickly, as though he was 
scared to stop. “I know what it’s like to become a killer. It...it takes a piece of you, one you can’t 
get back. It’s a choice you never come back from.” 


Finally collecting herself, Mina asked softly, “Who was it? Who did you kill?” 


Izuku hesitated for just a second, exhaling deeply. Then, he smiled. It was a sharp, bitter thing, 
manic in its light, hollow to the core. The laugh he let out was every bit as angry as the ones Mina 
had held close to her chest for years upon years, and for the first time, she truly thought she 
understood Izuku Midoriya, the man who had become Atlas. 


Izuku met her eye, and asked, “Tell me, Mina. What do you know about Tomura Shigaraki?” 


Despite the tempest raging in her gut, Mina frowned. “Bits and pieces,” she admitted. “He gave 
you abovegrounders a good scare a few years back, didn’t he?” 


Izuku found himself surprised by Mina’s lack of knowledge. But then, how was she supposed to 
have known about the man who still haunted Izuku’s nightmares? Shigaraki had never visited the 
Depths, though his League had tried (and mostly failed) to recruit the mutants there to his cause. 


“He was a monster,” Izuku said quietly, voice heavy as he dragged up the darkest memories of his 
life. “A real monster, Mina. Any cause he claimed to have, any belief he professed-it was 
secondary to that. He was a sadistic, self-absorbed man-child with too much power and enough 


hate to poison a hundred men rotting his soul.” 


Izuku’s voice wavered, but refused to break. It felt like the shadows were closing in around him, 
reconstructing the laughing face of Shigaraki from darkness and smoke. He continued, “He 
destroyed a city, an entire city, in less than thirty seconds. Wiped it off the map, killed tens of 
thousands of people. He killed heroes, too, some of the greatest men and women in Japan. And he 
enjoyed every second of it. You could tell. 7 could tell, because I came face-to-face with him as he 
did it.” 


Mina reeled. Somehow, she couldn’t summon the presence of mind to do anything else. She just 
sat quietly, fists clenched as Izuku’s words painted a picture of true, naked evil. 


Mezou, though, seemed slightly more resistant to the way Izuku’s words stole the light from the 
air. “But you killed him,” he rumbled, his voice soft and quiet. 


Izuku turned towards Mezou, still standing, still cast in flickering shadow from the power dancing 
across his skin. “I did,” he agreed flatly. “Not that day, even though I tried to. No, I didn’t kill him 
because anger got the better of me, or because I lost control. I planned his death. Planned it for a 
long, long time, spent weeks, months, the entirety of a war, preparing to do it. It was as cold- 
blooded a murder as it could be. And when it all came together, when he and I fought for the fate 
of this whole damn country, do you know what I did?” 


There was dead silence in the room as Izuku drew in a deep breath, steeling himself. The flood of 
the words erupting out of him had ebbed away; now, he was forcing himself to tell these people 
who were little more than strangers the darkest secret he held, because it was right. Because he 
wanted them to know. Or maybe because he just didn’t know what else to do. 


“T won,” he said simply. “I beat the monster, like I was the hero from a fairy tale. Only...the fairy 
tales don’t talk about what happens when you hit someone so hard they turn into a bloody smear 
on the pavement. I would say I was trying to hold back, I’d tell you that I didn’ tmean to hit 
Shigaraki that hard, but...but I'd be lying.” 


Izuku felt like something was draining out of him. He sat down in his chair again, cupping his face 
in one hand. He realized his hand was trembling, and forced it to still. And still, nobody spoke. 


“T regretted it, after,’ he added. “I still regret it, even now. And I know it isn’t...it’s not like it was 
illegal, even, you know? I was praised for it, worshiped, even. I was the man who saved everyone, 
after all. And all I needed to do was kill someone who...he was already down. Already beaten. I 
broke him, completely and utterly, and then I killed him.” 


Again, a cold, bitter chuckle bubbled up from Izuku’s lips. “Every time I tried to talk to someone 
about this, every time I wanted to admit how guilty I felt about it, they looked at me and said, “It 
was Shigaraki,” like that somehow makes it okay. Like I didn’t look a beaten, broken man in the 
eye, see how scared he was, and then end his life,” Izuku told them. “I’ve heard or thought of every 
justification I can think of, all of them that apply to the situation I was in. It was him or me, it was 
revenge for the tens of thousands of people he slaughtered, he was insane and killing him was like 
putting down a rabid animal, all of them. Some of them make a lot of sense, even. And you know 
what? Not a single one of them helps. It doesn’t change what I did, or how I feel about it. Maybe it 
makes me stupid and softhearted, but I just...I can’t manage to shake the guilt, even though by 
every metric, I was justified in what I did.” 


At last, Izuku turned to meet Mina’s eyes. She was wearing a strange expression, one that seemed 
caught between half a dozen different emotions. It was like she wasn’t sure what to think of him. 
Izuku couldn’t blame her. 


“T’m not naive,” he told her quietly. “And I’m not some flawless “golden boy,” either. I didn’t stop 
you because of anything like that. ’ ve done bad things, and the fact that I did them to bad people 
doesn’t ease my conscience much. I stopped you because, well...like I told you, killing somebody 
is a choice that you carry forever. I... want as few people to have to make that choice as possible, 
and I'll stop it whenever I can, because I know what it does to people. I will always choose life, 
Mina-it doesn’t matter whose. This world has enough killers in it already. I should know-I’m one 
of them.” 


Finally, Izuku fell silent, feeling utterly empty, as though he had no more words left in him. But 
still, Mina stayed quiet. She met his gaze, golden eyes against green, and he saw the conflict in her. 


Mina’s eyes flitted back and forth, her expression torn between anger and guilt, horror and 
understanding. Her head was a mess of conflicting thoughts and feelings; she couldn’t decide how 
she was reacting. Everything was pounding in her head, overwhelming her until she couldn’t take it 
anymore. At last, on a frantic, desperate impulse that overrode her brain so quickly she couldn’t 
possibly have fought it, she staggered onto unsteady feet. 


“T...[ need to think,” she stammered, bolting from the room so quickly Izuku didn’t have time to 
react. By the time he’d hopped up himself, the heavy slam of the front door told him Mina had 
already left. 


“Don’t bother chasing after her,” Mezou grunted, his voice resigned. “Even if you could catch her, 
she wouldn’t stop. Not for you, at least. Let her go.” 


Dimly, Izuku realized that lightning was flickering from his body. He suppressed it with a thought, 
then slowly eased back into his armchair. He let out a deep, shaky breath as he slumped against the 
backrest. 


“Why did she run?” he asked, as if to himself. 


Mezou looked like he wanted to answer, but it was Tsu who spoke first. “This is how she 
processes,” she explained. “It’s how she grieves, how she calms down...how she avoids the things 
she doesn’t want to think about.” 


Mezou made a strange, frustrated sound, and Tsu half-turned to reply, “You know I didn’t mean it 
like that, babe.” 


“You'd have been right to,” Mezou grumbled, looking up and meeting Izuku’s eyes. “What she’s 
saying is that Mina runs from her problems. Always has, probably always will. She ran from 
Fumikage’s...death, and now she’s running all over again.” 


Izuku frowned. “I don’t know who Fumikage is,” he admitted. “I heard that name from Mina, and 
Toga mentioning it seemed to break her. Why?” 


Mezou hesitated, closing his eyes and letting out a long, deep breath. Tsu leaned over and gripped 
Mezou’s thigh, as if lending her strength to her husband. It took several long seconds until Mezou 
seemed to summon the strength he needed from some deep reserve. He turned to look at Tsu, 
wearing an expression Izuku couldn’t read. 


Tsu seemingly could read it, though, because a moment later, she murmured, “He deserves to 
know, Mezou.” 


“T...don’t know if I can tell the story,” Mezou said quietly. It was the softest Izuku had ever heard 
him speak, the most vulnerable he’d ever sounded. 


Tsu’s voice never changed. It was like a light in the dark as she told him, “There’s nobody else to 
do it.” 


Mezou took a deep breath, sitting upright once again. “There never is,” he said, in a voice as 
determined as it was resigned. 


The look in Mezou’s eye was solid and dark like iron when he met Izuku’s gaze. “Fumi was...well, 
he was the leader of the...well, it was a gang of orphaned or abandoned mutant children, really,” 
Mezou began. “Me, Mina, Tsu. He had a knack for finding strays, and the biggest heart of anyone 
I’ve ever met. I always thought he was too good of a man to be stuck down here, but...well, 
nothing about this place is fair. I first met him when I was...seven or eight, I think? He saved me 
from a bunch of thugs who were picking on me for fun. From then on, I...well, ’m grown up 
enough to admit I probably hero-worshiped him a little, at least until we were a bit older. We met 
Mina a few years later, when we were twelve or so.” 


“That’s where she got her scar,” Tsu added quietly, making Izuku’s eyes flick to her. “The one on 
her cheek.” 


Mezou nodded. “She got into a fight, and Fumi and I happened to be nearby,” he said. “We 
intervened, and after that, we...more or less adopted her. It was...it was like having an actual 
family. The four of us against the world. At least, for a while.” 


Izuku stayed quiet, though his thoughts were a whirlwind. The thought of the immense, 
intimidating Mezou having to be saved was strange. Izuku forced himself to stay focused, even as 
Mezou’s voice briefly failed him, and Tsu took up the slack. 


“T didn’t actually live with the others, so I wasn’t as close with Fumi as Mezou and Mina were,” 
she explained. “None of them had parents, or really any family at all. My parents did their best to 
help, but, well...they struggled enough with three kids. I couldn’t make them take in three more. 
I...regretted that I didn’t do more, eventually.” 


Having recovered himself, Mezou turned to his wife and said, “You did all you could. We all did. 
It took me a long time to realize that, but...it’s true. We were a bunch of kids in a shitty situation.’ 


° 


Once more, Mezou looked back at Izuku. “Fumi...disappeared when we were eighteen,” he 
explained, his voice quiet. “We woke up one day, and he was just...gone. His cot wasn’t slept in, 
none of his stuff was missing. It was like he vanished into thin air. We spent weeks searching for 
him, but we never found anything. Until today, when Mina learned that he’d been murdered by a 
serial killer.” 


Izuku didn’t know what to say. The horrible, still silence that settled over the room felt like it was 
pressing down on his chest, suffocating him. 


Mezou shifted forwards, eyes gleaming with suppressed pain. “I want you to understand this from 
Mina’s perspective,” he said softly. “Fumi was the one who saved her life, who taught her to use 
her quirk, who gave her an actual family. Her life before we met her was...well, I don’t actually 
know what it was like, because she refuses to talk about it, even with us. Some things are just 
buried too deep, I think.” 


Izuku nodded slowly, as he put the pieces together for himself. “And she just came face-to-face 
with his murderer,” he realized. “God.” 


Mezou nodded. “I can’t blame her for wanting to kill Toga,” he said. “Hell, I think I would have 
had a similar reaction, had she done what she did in front of me. The thought of Fumi dying alone 


with that fucking bitch grinning down at him...” 


Mezou took a deep breath, clenching and unclenching his fists. Tsu put a hand on his arm, and he 
flashed her a grateful look before regaining control. 


Tsu met Izuku’s eyes. “Thank you, for stopping Mina,” she told him gently. “I think, once she 
calms down, she’ll be grateful for you intervening, though she probably won’t show it, ribbit. 
She’s got a good heart-killing Toga would have hurt her a lot more than she would ever admit.” 


Mezou nodded in agreement. “As pissed as she is right now, I’m glad she didn’t kill Toga,” he 
admitted, echoing his wife. “Mina would be angry at me if she knew, but I’ve always tried to 
protect her from...that part of things. She hates the idea of being sheltered or coddled, but I just...I 
think of her as a sister. I don’t want her to lose any more than she already has. Not family, not 
hope, not the last little bit of light she has in her eyes. So...thank you, Atlas.” 


Though the last few words seemed a little insincere, like Mezou had had to force them out, Izuku 
simply nodded. He decided that that would be enough, and Mezou seemed to agree. For a moment, 
there was peace in the small, cozy living room. 


Then, Izuku coughed awkwardly, and asked, “So, uh, when will Mina come back, do you think?” 


Tsu smiled a little. “Knowing her, it could be anywhere from a few minutes to, uh...” she began, 
only for her grin to fade into a pained grimace. “Six years?” 


Izuku winced, making the connection to what he knew of Mezou and Mina’s past. “I...guess we’ ll 
just have to wait, then,” he said quietly. Tsu nodded. 


Mezou, though, seemed to stir as the silence threatened to stretch on for an uncomfortable amount 
of time. “Actually, Atlas, there is something else we need to talk about,” he said, voice growing 
grimmer as he leaned forwards in his chair. 


Judging by Tsu’s surprised expression, Izuku guessed that she hadn’t been aware of whatever 
seemed to be eating at Mezou. “Fire away,” he told the larger man. 


Mezou took a deep breath, then said, “Something’s been bugging me about that Neo-Stainist 
compound.” 


Izuku frowned. “What is it?” he asked 


“They were too strong,” Mezou replied, voice steady enough to almost dispel the concerned 
wrinkle in his forehead. “Or their elites were, at least. That snake-woman, the gargoyle you punted 
into next week-” 


“T’m sorry, the what he what?” Tsu interrupted, looking confused. Izuku realized that she still 
hadn’t gotten a full rundown of what had happened at the compound. 


“ll explain later,” Mezou said, waving one hand to dismiss the question. “My point is, those were 
some of the strongest mutants I’ve ever seen. They went toe-to-toe with me, and with the Number 
One Hero. They lost, but they got a few good hits in, and almost nobody can do that.” 


Izuku nodded cautiously. He wondered if Mezou might be exaggerating his own strength, but Tsu 
didn’t say a word, and she struck him as the kind of person who would have corrected Mezou. 
Besides, he’d seen Mezou fight himself. The list of heroes who could beat him was probably very, 
very short, to say nothing of fellow mutants. 


“Okay,” he said. “Where are you going with this?” 


Mezou folded his hands across his chest as he explained, “Normally, fighters of their caliber would 
be controlling personal fiefdoms in the lower tunnels, just by virtue of their sheer strength. Up 
here, the gangs rule, but down that low, where the worst of the worst gather, whichever one of 
them is biggest, baddest, and most willing to kill for power holds sway. And yet...these mutants, 
who fit those categories perfectly, weren’t. More than that, they were Joyal to the group and to 
each other. Toga proved that rats always flee a sinking ship-but they stayed. They fought. People 
like them don’t do that if there isn’t anything in it for them.” 


“Couldn’t one of them have fought against Kugo?” Izuku asked. “Maybe they tried to take over the 
compound.” 


Mezou shook his head. “They would have just killed him, not treated his injuries,” he countered. 
“Assuming that they could beat Kugo in the first place. ’ ve only ever seen the man really fight 
once, and it was fucking terrifying. And the wounds he has don’t match either of those mutants, 
either. No, whoever did that to him wasn’t at the compound today.” 


Izuku’s frown grew deeper as he asked, “So you think something convinced those mutants to join 
up with that group of Neo-Stainists?” 


Mezou shook his head. “Not something,” he replied. “Someone.” 


While Izuku began to chew on that, Tsu made a face, whacking her husband on the arm. “Mezou, 
stop being cryptic and tell us what’s going on,” she commanded. 


Huffing indignantly, Mezou pinched the bridge of his nose with one massive hand. “Okay,” he 
sighed. “Listen. Down here, strength is king. If you’re strong enough, you can do whatever you 
want. Make your own kingdom, become feared across the Depths, even strike out at the 
Underground itself. And those mutants at the compound...they were the kind that are on top, that 
have always been on top. They had no reason to be part of an organization that would have only 
restricted them, stymied their ability to dominate. The only way that they would be sitting around 
guarding a compound like that is if they’d been brought into line by someone even stronger. They 
wouldn’t follow orders or work together otherwise.” 


“But why would this hypothetical mutant even do that?” Izuku pointed out. “If they were so much 
stronger, wouldn’t they just overthrow the others and take over their territory?” 


“Normally, yeah. But I get the feeling that whoever’s doing this has bigger plans,” Mezou replied. 
“Then what’s the motive here?” Izuku asked, slipping even more fully into hero mode. 


Mezou frowned, hesitating as he searched for a response. It seemed as if he hadn’t gotten that far 
yet. Suddenly, there was the sound of a door creaking open, followed by heavy, shuffling footfalls 
that seemed to shake the whole world around Izuku. 


“Pretty sure J can answer that,” said a deep, inhuman voice. All three of them whirled, shocked to 
find Kugo standing there, arm still in a sling, and still unsteady on his feet. 


“What the hell are you doing up?” Tsu demanded. “You shouldn’t be walking-” 


“Save it, Miss. Scarier people than you have tried and failed to keep me from doing stupid things,” 
Kugo grunted, limping over to an empty chair and easing himself down into it. Despite the obvious 
pain he was in, Kugo radiated sheer menace, almost as powerfully as Mezou did. Monstrous red 
eyes surveyed the room, and it took serious strength for Izuku to meet that harsh gaze when Kugo 


narrowed his eyes upon seeing him. 


“You look like a damn abovegrounder,” he said darkly, making Izuku very aware of just how 
massive and deadly-looking the orca mutant was. But he hadn’t come all this way, fought his way 
through a compound of Neo-Stainists, and revealed some of his deepest, darkest secrets to 
strangers to back down now. 


“So what if Iam?” he retorted, iron in his voice. Raising one eyebrow as Kugo’s eyes narrowed 
once more, Izuku did his damndest to show no weakness, no hesitation at all. 


It worked. Kugo snorted loudly, then turned to Mezou. “You willingly let this bastard into your 
house?” he asked, incredulous. 


Mezou huffed loudly. “Willingly” is a strong word,” he replied. “It was more like “under extreme 
duress.” 


Kugo just shook his head. “Well, far be it from me to criticize the people who just saved my life,” 
he decided. “Still, I couldn’t help overhearing what you were talkin’ about. And I figure I’ve got 
the best viewpoint on what’s happening.” 


Mezou nodded. “What happened to you, anyway?” he asked. “Was there a leadership challenge in 
the Neo-Stainists or something?” 


Kugo grimaced, as though the very question hurt almost as much as his wounds. “There ain’t Neo- 
Stainists anymore,” he said darkly. “Not in that compound, at least. They all abandoned the cause.” 


Mezou and Izuku exchanged worried looks, recalling what Mezou had said while they were 
scouting the compound earlier that day. 


“Abandoned it for what?” Mezou asked. 


“For whatever the hell the man who came to my compound, beat the shit out of me, and took it 
over was telling them,” Kugo replied bluntly. “I was a little busy bleeding out at the time, but 
whatever it was, it had them all cheering like nothing I’ve ever seen.” 


“Wait, who did you lose to?” Mezou demanded. 


Kugo winced as he shifted his weight, accidentally aggravating another one of his wounds. “I 
dunno,” he admitted. “I’d never seen him or heard about him before, and anyone that good should 
have some sort of reputation. But no. He looked like...like an insect made of goddamn swords or 
something. Fast as hell, and more brutal than anyone else I’ve ever fought. Fucker took me apart 
like he was slicing bread. The only reason I survived was because he let a few people tend to my 
wounds once he’d made clear that I wasn’t fit to lick his boot. Not sure why he didn’t kill me on 
the spot, if I’m being honest.” 


Mezou and Izuku exchanged concerned looks. Neither of them knew what to think, or how to 
respond. Eventually, Izuku asked, “Are you sure you didn’t hear anything about what he said? 
Where he came from, what his name was, anything like that?” 


Kugo looked less than enthused about getting questioned by an abovegrounder, but he eventually 
replied, “I...he did say something, right before he challenged me to a fight. He said he was part 
of...he called it the “Outcast Army,” I think. Never heard of it before, so I laughed in his face. 
You can tell how that went. My own people turned their backs on me.” 


He gestured at his injuries, snorting in disgust at his own sorry state. 


Mezou met Izuku’s eyes, his gaze hard and flinty. “I don’t like this,” he said. “Mutants working 
together instead of becoming petty tyrants, mass defections to some mysterious new faction that’s 
come out of nowhere...something’s going on that we’re not seeing here.” 


Izuku nodded. “But what is it that these people want, do you think?” he wondered. 


Kugo chuckled darkly, drawing their attention all over again. “Ain’t it obvious?” he said, voice 
grim and pained, eyes glittering with rage and fear all mixed up together. “Whoever the hell they 
are...they’re building an army.” 


Far away, in a place so deep and dark that not even the residents of the Depths considered it fit for 
human life, a young woman slipped through a narrow crevice, finally sighing as she allowed her 
disguise to drop in a wave of white goo. 


Himiko Toga clenched a fist against her chest, leaning back against the wall of the tunnel and 
taking deep, long breaths, willing her heart to stop beating so fast. 


“The years haven’t made you any less handsome, Izuku,” she thought, a wild grin flitting across 
her face. “A shame I didn’t have more time to play with you.” 


Himiko forced herself to push away the fantasies running through her mind, though she vowed to 
return to them later. For now, she had other things to attend to. She needed to return to base along 
with the rest of the fighters retreating from the compound they’d taken from those Neo-Stainists. It 
wouldn’t do to be accused of cowardice. 


Himiko passed deeper into the tunnels, ignoring the gnawing unease in her gut as she passed 
dozens upon dozens of pitch-black side tunnels that had never been explored. The Depths never 
really ended, they just...petered out, grew so dark and tangled the further down they went that it 
was really impossible to find your way back out again. Himiko had heard that the reason the 
tunnels became so maddening and winding at these depths was because they had been carved out 
in the final, desperate seconds of Craton and Faultline’s lives, as they took their last bloody breaths 
and finally died. She hoped that that was true; their blood must have made them beautiful in those 
last few moments. 


Himiko wasn’t lost, though. These tunnels may have been more confusing and darker than any 
others in the depths, but to someone who was used to slinking around on the very fringes of the 
world, they weren’t scary at all. Besides, she just had to follow the series of marks painted in 
glowing luminescent paint. They could only be interpreted by a select few people; only the 
Outcasts knew what they meant, and how to follow them. It was the ultimate defense; even if an 
attacker somehow managed to figure out where they had made their headquarters, they would lose 
themselves in the tunnels long before posing any serious threat to their citadel. 


It took Himiko nearly half an hour to navigate the route back to base. She spent the time replaying 
the events of that fight in the compound in her head, over and over again. As soon as the gate had 
fallen and a storm of teal lightning had burst through, she had known who it was, and why he had 
come. Somehow, Izuku had managed to track her down. Why else would he come so far, risked so 
much? 


“He really does care,” Himiko thought, a distant, dreamy look in her eyes. 


She knew better than to fight Izuku head-on; so many had tried, and they had all failed. Muscular, 
Compress, Dabi, even poor Shigaraki...they were gone now, locked away forever in that hellish 
prison they called Tartarus. Or dead. Honestly, Himiko thought that Shigaraki had gotten the better 


end of that deal. She’d rather have a quick death than rot in a cell, unable to move, unable to do 
anything but sit there and slowly waste away. 


Still, even Himiko hadn’t expected the strange mutant girl, with the pink skin and those fascinating 
eyes. Oh, that one was interesting. Himiko hadn’t met many people who could hate like that, who 
could look at you and sear your soul with their desire to see you die. And the way she and Izuku 
had interacted, the way he’d been so horrified to see what she truly was. 


Himiko’s smirk slowly died, her eyes growing deadly. “I thought you’d learned, Izuku,” she 
muttered darkly. “You aren’t allowed to love anyone but me.” 


With that deadly promise on her lips, Himiko finally reached her destination. Slipping from a 
narrow exit that could have been mistaken for nothing more than a crack in the rock, she emerged 
into a truly enormous cavern. 


With a long, high ceiling and curving, dark walls, it resembled nothing so much as an enormous 
airplane hangar, carved from solid rock far, far below the surface. There were electric lights 
hanging from the highest points in the ceiling, casting great pools of light on the smooth, flat floor, 
which was packed with evidence of civilization. Rows of tents and buildings stretched on and on as 
far as Himiko could see, and a handful of springs seemed to burst from the walls at various points, 
turning into sparkling belowground waterfalls, some of them hundreds of feet high, all of them 
tumbling into clear pools that supplied the whole base with water. Calling it a “base” was honestly 
inaccurate-this was a city, the equal of any high cavern in the Depths, filled with people bustling 
through streets and living in small but sturdy homes, all of it so well-hidden it was a secret even in 
the Depths. 


Speaking of the people, they were, perhaps, some of the strangest Himiko had ever seen. Where 
mutants made up less than half the population even in the Depths, she knew from experience that 
the city below her was more than eighty percent mutants. This was the last refuge of those who 
were too bizarre, too different, to fit even among the lawlessness of the Depths. These were the 
outcasts of the outcasts, those with nowhere else left to run to. And this city didn’t just accept 
them-it welcomed them. Below her, Himiko could see a riot of color and human variety like 
nowhere else on Earth. Every sort of mutant was represented, animal quirks and technological 
ones, severe mutations and minor ones, even those so mutated they no longer even looked human 
at all. 


Himiko couldn’t help the grin that formed on her face. The heroes thought that the Depths were 
pacified, that they had sealed all the mutants away to rot in their own prison, where they couldn’t 
trouble the surface ever again. How wrong they were. They had been gathering here, in enormous 
numbers, awaiting the day that they would have their revenge. It was poetic, really. And all of this, 
every home and fighter and the Outcasts themselves, all of it was thanks to one person, the one 
person in the world who might have a chance against Atlas himself. The only person, if Himiko 
was honest with herself, that really, truly scared her anymore. 


“Toga!” called a sudden voice from Himiko’s left. 


Surprised, Himiko turned, spotting a small group of dark-clad mutants making their way up the 
small, narrow path from the ledge she had stepped out onto down to the floor of the cavern. Her 
lips tightened when she saw who it was. 


She waited until the group had nearly reached her to respond. “Hello, Kamakiri,” she said happily, 
a note of mockery in her voice. 


Togaru Kamakiri narrowed his eyes as he stepped up in front of her, distant light glinting from the 


hooked blades on his cheeks. “Toga,” he said flatly, dislike palpable in his expression. “Where 
have you been?” 


“Where have you been?” Himiko shot back, her voice playful. “I haven’t seen you in weeks!” 


Kamakiri rolled his eyes. “I was dealing with a few warlords in the outer tunnels who were getting 
uppity,” he replied. 


Himiko clapped her hands together approvingly. “Nice!” she told him. “Did you make them bleed? 
Did you carve them up like you did to that big stupid whale in charge of the Neo-Stainists?” 


Kamakiri’s eye twitched in obvious frustration. “Answer the damn question, you fucking psycho,” 
he snapped. 


Himiko sighed, deciding that further antagonizing one of the highest-ranking members of the 
Outcasts was a bad idea. “Making my way back here, obviously. The outpost in the upper caverns 
was attacked, if you didn’t know,” she answered, her expression still falsely pleasant. There was 
little love lost between her and Kamakiri. The man was brutal and one of the most powerful close- 
combat fighters Himiko had ever met, but he was also just so... dull. Ironic, considering his quirk, 
but he was too fanatically loyal to his leader, and too much of a purist, to ever consider doing 
anything fun. He hated Himiko, too-he’d protested from the start against letting her join, saying 
that he wanted nothing to do with a serial killer who tortured people for fun. That hurt Himiko’s 
feelings. Just because it was true didn’t mean he needed to be so mean about it! 


Kamakiri glared at her as he replied, “Oh, I’m aware. The first medic teams came in a quarter of an 
hour ago, bringing as many of the injured and refugees here as they could. I was surprised you 
weren’t among them.” 


Himiko smiled. “Why would I be?” she countered. “I wasn’t hurt, as you can see.” 


Kamakiri nodded thoughtfully. “I see that,” he said in his soft, metallic-sounding rasp of a voice. “I 
wonder why that is, and how you’re just about the only combatant who came out of that place 
unhurt.” 


Himiko cursed mentally. He’d practically accused her of cowardice, in front of other Outcasts, to 
boot; she now recognized the small group of tough-looking men and women around Kamakiri as 
his personal squad, some of the deadliest fighters the Outcasts had. 


“Well, I wouldn’t say I’m surprised,” Himiko replied, trying to divert the conversation in a 
different direction. “After all, Atlas was there.” 


The reaction was instant. Several of Kamakiri’s squad went pale, or exchanged worried looks. One 
of them flexed meter-long claws while looking around nervously, as though they were expecting 
the Number One Hero himself to appear out of thin air. 


Kamakiri, though, showed little response beyond a brief widening of his eyes. “Really?” he said, 
sounding surprised. “Why would he come to the Depths?” 


Himiko shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine,” she lied. 


After a moment, Kamakiri seemed to make a decision. “You’re coming with me,” he told Himiko. 
“We’re going to go talk to the boss.” 


Himiko fought to keep her body from going tense. “Why?” she asked. “He doesn’t need to talk to 
little old me, surely.” 


Kamakiri’s eyes hardened. “So far, you’re the only survivor of the outpost who’s in any state to 
give a report on what happened to the place,” he told her. “Now, stop playing cute, and come with 
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us. 
Kamakiri turned to head back down the path, clearly expecting Himiko to follow. Himiko crossed 


her arms, dropping the fake smile. “I don’t take orders from you,” she retorted. “And I don’t give 
reports, either.” 


Kamakiri froze, then turned back towards Himiko with an ominous look in his eyes. All around 
him, his squad dropped the relatively loose, non-threatening formation they’d been in, moving to 
surround Himiko with practiced ease. 


“Allow me to rephrase,” Kamakiri said, his voice deadly serious. “You are going to come with me, 
one way or the other. You can either do it with all of your limbs securely attached, or you can do it 
after I teach you some respect.” 


Himiko remained defiant. “You need to work on your threats, Kamakiri,” she told him. “If the boss 
wants to talk to me, he can come do it himself, instead of hiding behind his lackeys.” 


A dark murmur swept through Kamakiri’s squad, and Kamakiri looked as though he wanted 
nothing more than to tear into Himiko on the spot. “Watch your mouth,” he hissed warningly. “If 
you insult him again, ['Il-” 


“ll insult him as much as I want to,” Himiko said, grinning. “Here, watch. He’s a yellow-bellied, 
lazy, good-for-nothing bastard with a tiny dick-” 


Despite obviously being spitting mad, Kamakiri took a deep breath, then snapped, “Shut the fuck 
up, Toga. We don’t have time for this shit. You are going to come with us, tell the boss what 
happened at that fucking outpost, and then you can go throw yourself into a lava pit for all I care.” 


Himiko rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay, fine, jeez,” she muttered, resigning herself to a very 
unpleasant hour or so. “No need to be so cranky over it.” 


Again, Kamakiri’s eye twitched, but he didn’t reply. Instead, he turned away and began to march 
down the path again, followed by Himiko and the rest of his squad, who never took their eyes off 
her. 


It took a few minutes to cross the cavern, and as they did so, they passed by an area near a much 
larger entrance than the one Himiko had come through that had been cleared for use as a sort of 
field hospital. Dozens of mutants Himiko recognized from the outpost lay there, bandaged and 
groaning from various sorts of broken limbs, concussions, and other injuries while a handful of 
worried-looking civilians worked on them. A few were more badly wounded; Himiko spotted an 
enormous woman with the body of a snake with her head and torso completely covered in 
bandages, as well as a large man who resembled a gargoyle who had so many injuries littering his 
body he resembled a terrifying, misshapen mummy from all the casts. 


As they passed by the wounded, Kamakiri saw Himiko staring at them, and muttered, “And the 
heroes think we’re savages.” 


For once, Himiko didn’t disagree with him. She just nodded quietly as they made their way deeper 
into the city, towards a plain, unadorned hole in the cavern wall. 


Unadorned and simple it may have been, but Himiko couldn’t help but shiver a little as they passed 
into the cave beyond, through an entrance big enough to swallow twenty people walking abreast. It 


was like walking down the gullet of some colossal beast, even though the cave was still quite well- 
lit and decorated like a comfortable, albeit spartan, living space. 


Kamakiri didn’t stop in this part of the cave, though. He continued deeper, until he finally reached 
a massive steel door. He knocked, the sound echoing through the cramped space, until a gravelly 
voice, far too deep to be human, replied, ‘‘Enter.”’ 


Himiko chanced a look behind her, feeling something tighten in her gut as she realized that there 
were quite a few guards following them in, on top of Kamakiri’s squad. But then the door opened, 
and they all passed through, and she had bigger problems to worry about. 


The room on the other side of that enormous door was a size to match; it was so big, so poorly lit, 
that Himiko couldn’t see even half of it. Shadows covered the room, but that wasn’t the problem. 
No, the problem was that there was something moving in the darkness, something huge. Soft 
breaths were constantly audible, sounding like some titanic monster was sleeping soundly in the 
room. Rustling noises signaled that there was movement, but Himiko couldn’t see anything-if 
whatever was making those noises even had a real, physical form, she couldn’t see it. There were 
flashes, when something passed closer to the light-a massive head in profile, a gargantuan arm 
lazily changing position-but for the most part, all she had to go off of was the soft, gentle breathing 
that rumbled and shook the whole room like an earthquake 


Kamakiri stepped forwards, and Himiko had no choice but to follow him. “T got her, boss,” 
Kamakiri said, gesturing at Himiko. 


‘Well done, Kamakiri,” the boss said approvingly, in a voice that was so deep, Himiko could feel 
it in her chest. Kamakiri gave little outward sign of acknowledging the boss’s compliment, but the 
way he stalked back towards the only door to the room suggested satisfaction. 


Himiko felt like an ant under a microscope as she felt the boss’s eyes finally fall on her, and her 
alone. 


“Now, Toga, was there something you wanted to tell us about the attack on our outpost?” the 
boss asked her. Their voice was calm, but in a way that could very easily shift into something much 
worse. 


Himiko took a deep breath, then said, “I, uh, saw who attacked us,” she said. “It was Atlas.” 


The room went quiet, save for the boss’s deep breathing, and the worried, surprised murmurs of 
the guards who had posted themselves around the perimeter of the room. 


At last, the boss spoke again. “You know better than to lie to me, so I believe you,” they told 
her. “But still, I do find that hard to comprehend. Atlas took out the entire outpost, some of 
our strongest fighters, all by himself?” 


“You’ve never seen him fight,” Himiko thought spitefully. “You didn’t see what he did to 
Shigaraki.” 


But that wasn’t the truth, and Himiko was far too nervous to lie convincingly just then. Instead, she 
admitted, “Um, no. There were two others with him.” 


The boss made an odd humming sound that felt like a deep rumble inside Himiko’s chest. “Other 
heroes?” they asked. ‘Perhaps Red Riot or Bombshell?” 


Himiko shook her head. “No,” she replied. “Two mutants were helping him.” 


That sent a ripple of shocked murmurs around the room once again. The idea of mutants helping a 
hero attack another group in the Depths was...unthinkable. In all the deadly, bitter wars and 
rivalries that wracked the Depths every day, nobody had ever done that. Nobody had ever dared. 
Hell, in the few times that the abovegrounders had tried to “establish law and order” in the Depths 
by sending in a flood of heroes to invade the place, gang wars had ended overnight, the bitterest of 
rivals among the warlords had shaken hands, and every faction in the Depths had joined forces to 
send the heroes running back to the surface with their tails between their legs. Nobody willingly 
allowed heroes into the Depths. 


“‘Who were these mutants?” the boss demanded at last. ‘Describe them, if you don’t know 
their names.” 


Himiko hesitated, gathering her thoughts. She said, “I didn’t get a good look at one of them. He 
was big and had a lot of arms, that’s about all I know. The other one...pink skin and hair, golden 
eyes with black sclera, weird yellow horns on her head. She had a scar under one eye, too. I think 
Atlas called her...Mina?” 


The room was utterly, deadly silent. Not a man moved, even as the boss’s breathing suddenly 
stopped. Some sort of presence washed over everyone in the room, rooting them in place in terror 
at the sudden danger they could sense emanating from the darkness. 


“Toga,” the boss began, their voice clipped, rumbling, and deadly serious, ‘Tell me how certain 
you are of that mutant’s identity. Now.” 


Himiko frowned. Did the boss think she was lying? “I’m very certain!” she said. “Seeing as the 
pink bitch had her hands around my neck, trying to kill me!” 


Still, the room remained silent, processing this information. The boss was the quickest on the 
uptake, as usual. ‘And why would she be trying to do that?” they demanded, their voice getting 
lower, close to turning into a growl. 


Himiko hesitated, wetting her suddenly dry lips. Some bubble of amusement at the whole situation 
rose up inside her chest, and she found herself smiling wryly as she replied, “She wanted revenge 
for the death of Fumikage Tokoyami, of course.” 


All around the room, mutants went wide-eyed with shock. Even Kamakiri twitched, as if unsettled 
by Himiko’s revelation. And the boss...didn’t speak. For so long Himiko wondered if they were 
still breathing, the supreme leader of the Outcasts did not say a word. 


When they did, their voice was low and hard-edged. “Tell me, Toga. How did you escape this 
situation?” 


Himiko couldn’t help the giggle that escaped her lips in response. Thinking of what she’d done 
was just so funny. She could still remember the delicious look on Mina’s face when she’d become 
her precious friend. She said, “Oh, it’s simple. I just became Tokoyami, and the poor girl broke! 
Atlas had to hold her back, and I just slipped away while they were distracted!” 


This time, there was no silence. A long, low sound from the colossal figure sent a shiver down 
Himiko’s spine, and she suddenly felt very, very small. 


“TI see,” the boss said calmly, their voice utterly matter-of-fact. “You really are a monster, aren’t 
you?” 


Himiko froze. “I...excuse me?” she began, confused. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go! 


“You heard me,” the boss growled. ““You, Himiko Toga, are a monster. A real monster, not the 
kind the abovegrounders call us for being different. And I will no longer tolerate you as a 
member of the Outcasts.” 


Himiko’s eyes widened, just a tad. She suddenly became very aware of the darkness of the room, 
how cramped it was, how trapped she’d let herself become. 


““We-we had a deal,” she said worriedly, secretly fingering a blood vial in her sleeve, allowing it to 
roll down towards her wrist. 


“We did,” agreed that voice, that rough, lilting, fantastically deep voice. “In exchange for your 
help, I was willing to turn a blind eye to your...depredations.”’ 


Himiko scowled a little, even as her heart beat quicker. “I can’t help myself,” she muttered. “You 
know that. I don’t have a choice.” 


The boss was quiet for a moment, considering. “I know that,” they said at last. “I know how 
hard it is to fight against your own mind. But you don’t even “ry anymore, do you?” 


Himiko bared her teeth. “Why should I have to hide?” she demanded. “I can’t help what I am. It’s 
not my fault.” 


‘Perhaps not,” the boss said. “‘But you like it. Don’t deny it, we both know it’s true. You enjoy 
causing pain. And what you did to Mina was no instinct or urge-it was cruelty, plain and 
simple.” 


Tightening her grip on her knife, Himiko asked, “Why do you care so much about one mutant girl 
who helped Atlas destroy our outpost?” 


The boss sighed, and a tense, heavy silence fell. Himiko heard rustling from the darkness as the 
boss’s form drew inwards, stretching like a great cat. 


“Enough of this,”’ the boss said. ““Enough of you. You’ve failed too many times, Toga. The deal 
is off.” 


Himiko’s eyes widened. She spat, “You still need me, dammit! I won’t let you do this!” 


‘“That’s the thing, Toga,” the boss said softly, ever so softly. “We don’t need you, not for what 
comes next. And I’m done feeding my people to you in exchange for your services.” 


Himiko hissed in frustration, taking a step away from the darkened part of the cavern. She drew 
her knife, and the guards around the edges of the cavern tensed. A moment later, though, a lazy 
wave of a massive arm made them stand down again. All except for Kamakiri, who never took his 
eyes from Himiko’s back, his whole body perfectly, utterly still, like a big cat about to pounce. 


“This doesn’t have to end like this, Toga,” the boss told her. “Surrender now, and you won’t 
be harmed. You have my word.” 


“And what are you gonna do with me then?” Himiko spat. “Turn me into one of your examples? 
Throw me off a cliff? I know what you do with the people who surrender.” 


The boss didn’t dignify that with an answer. Instead, they simply said, “Now, Kamakiri.” 


Himiko whirled desperately as she heard-or maybe sensed -movement behind her. A blood vial 


surged from her sleeve with a practiced flick of her wrist, sailing towards her mouth as she brought 
her knife around. It was a well-practiced trick that had always been too fast for any opponent to 
catch. She was gonna fight her way out, then. At least she’d get some nice tasty blood out of this. 


But the vial never reached her mouth. A curved metallic blade sliced clean through the vial in 
midair, a blur of silvery steel singing through the air. Kamakiri had moved faster than any 
opponent Himiko had ever faced; was Atlas even that fast? 


She didn’t have time to think, though, as blood splattered uselessly against her shirt and white lines 
of pain carved themselves into her legs. Himiko screamed as blades flashed across the backs of her 
ankles and knees, slicing tendons and ripping muscles. She collapsed to her knees, unable to stand, 
only to find two crossed blades at her throat. She’d been rendered helpless without ever having a 
chance. 


Himiko fought back tears of pain as the boss finally roused, drawing up onto solid legs, letting the 
menace of their immense body shrink a little as they emerged from the pool of darkness. 


“Give us light,” they commanded. A guard hit a switch on the wall, and a series of lighting panels 
on the ceiling suddenly began to glow, their brightness rapidly intensifying, driving back the 
shadows and illuminating the boss’s form. 


Himiko couldn’t help but feel a chill as the boss’s eyes bore into her. They were just plain 
terrifying -all solid yellow, with rings of red around their jagged shapes. His form was humanoid, 
but his head wasn’t right-it was avian, with black plumage and a long, curved yellow beak, pitted 
with scars and marks, painful-looking gouges running the whole length of his beak. And of course, 
there were the shadows-they covered his face, crept down his bare, muscled arms and torso like an 
unearthly second skin, trailed behind him in the thick, ominous way that suggested they were just 
moments from erupting into the form of an enormous beast. They clung to him, hid under his long, 
ragged cloak, turned him into a boiling sea of darkness. It was impossible to tell where the man 
ended and the monster began-if such divisions even mattered to a being like this. Did the monster 
possess the man, dwarfing his body and growing around it like a carapace of not-quite-solid 
shadow, or did the man wear his dark armor in such a way as to make him something more? 
Himiko didn’t know-nobody did. Fumikage Tokoyami, their leader, the strongest mutant of them 
all, was an enigma like that. 


And he was mad now, as he looked at her. He smiled a little, in a way that had no humor in it at 
all. He stepped fully out of the disappearing darkness, and though the shadows shrank back, they 
still coated his body, turning his hands into savage claws, his face into a blank abyss pierced by 
inhuman yellow eyes. Fumikage knelt down in front of the bleeding, helpless Himiko, who was 
still trapped by Kamakiri’s blades against her throat. 


“So, let me get this straight,” he murmured, his voice oddly formal and restrained, lacking the 
inhumanly guttural quality it had had just moments earlier, “when the outpost was attacked, while 
the others stayed to fight, you tried to run. The others have testified to that much.” 


Himiko stared back defiantly, at least until Kamakiri’s blades edged closer to her jugular, and she 
nodded weakly. She didn’t dare speak, not when one stray movement could slice open her throat. 


“Then,” Fumikage continued, his voice getting harder, “when one of the attackers-who happened 
to be a woman who was like family to me, by the way-chased you down, you used the vial of blood 
I gave you for emergencies only. But not to fight back, oh no. You used it to make her think I was 
dead, solely to torment her for your own sick amusement.” 


Himiko nodded weakly, desperately trying to think of a way to escape. She couldn’t come up with 


one. She was dead to rights, and she knew it. When Fumikage’s voice took on this deadly edge, 
violence always followed. 


“T see,” Fumikage said in response. “So that’s cowardice and betrayal of my trust, to say nothing of 
how you managed to bring the Number One Hero down to the fucking Depths to take a crack at 
you. This is what I get for trusting a serial killer, I suppose.” 


Himiko spat at him. “F...fuck you,” she said weakly. Kamakiri’s blades tightened further, opening 
up a thin red line across Himiko’s throat as they broke the skin. Himiko closed her eyes, waiting 
for the deathblow. 


But it didn’t come. Instead, Fumikage allowed a stray branch of his shadowy quirk’s arm to clear 
away the spittle on his cheek, then met Himiko’s eyes again. “The only reason I haven’t killed you 
for all of the mutants you’ ve killed over the years-to say nothing of how you lied to Mina-is 
because you were useful,” Fumikage told her, his voice calm and polite even as he discussed cold- 
blooded murder. “But you’ re not useful anymore. You're a liability, in fact. And it feels so good 
not having to compromise my morals for the sake of having you on our side. The only reason I 
haven’t ripped your head from your shoulders yet is because I have a better idea for what to do 
with you.” 


Himiko willed herself not to tremble as she asked, “Well, what is it? It’s not like you to keep a girl 
waiting.” 


Fumikage smiled, a grin so terrifying in its eager brutality that it would have chilled anyone on 
Earth to the bone. 


“Death is too good for you,” he announced, “and after all, our dear friend Atlas came all that way 
for you, and has nothing to show for it. It’s only fair today he should get what he wants. I hope you 
enjoy Tartarus, my dear Himiko.” 


Himiko’s eyes went wide. She opened her mouth to beg-not Tartarus, not that awful place where 
she’d spend the rest of her life in a helpless, drugged-out haze, tied to a chair-but it was too late. 
Fumikage stood, and the darkness swirled around him like water. It rushed forwards in the shape of 
a fist, heading straight for Himiko’s face- 


And then the light disappeared, and there was only the darkness, and Himiko was sinking, sinking, 
down into that black abyss. 


Fumikage nodded to Kamakiri, and his lieutenant allowed the serial killer’s unconscious body to 
slump unceremoniously to the ground. 


“Was that necessary?” Kamakiri asked. 


Fumikage sighed. “Unfortunately, yes,” he confirmed. “Plus, don’t deny that it felt good to give 
her what she deserves.” 


Kamakiri said nothing, but the amused look in his eye spoke for him. “Now what?” he asked, back 
to business. 


Fumikage looked around the room, at the bare stone and the worried, respectful eyes of his men. 
He knew the answer already. 


“Tt’s time to prepare the next phase of the plan,” he replied. “And it’s time I reconnected with some 
old friends.” 


Kamakiri nodded, then gestured for several guards to collect Toga from the ground, dragging her 
out of the room. Kamakiri followed them out, leaving Fumikage alone at last. He slumped back 
into a sitting position on the ground, resting his head in one shadowy, clawed hand. 


“Oh, Mina,” he murmured sadly, “What have you done?” 
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Chapter Summary 


Mina gets her thoughts in order. 
Izuku returns to the Underground...and finds a new crisis brewing. 


Chapter Notes 


I was hoping to spread out my updates a bit more now that I have more free time, but it 
seems like my muse just keeps dragging me back here. Oh well. 

I've updated the summary of this fic-there isn't really any new information, it's just that 
the old one always kinda bugged me. It wasn't bad, but it just didn't feel right. I think 
the new one is a lot better. 

Enjoy! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Twelve Years Earlier 


Mina screamed as the claw raked across her cheek, inches from her eye. She cringed away from her 
attacker, hands raised in a desperate attempt to protect herself. Blood was coursing down her cheek, 
the fresh cut stinging painfully. Tears left glistening tracks through her dirty face as she tried to 
make herself smaller, desperately trying to shrink further back into the tiny alleyway. 


Above her, a man with the head of a lion, raggedy mane and all, grinned down at her, waggling 
one lethally-tipped finger in a mocking admonishment. 


“You stupid fucking brat,” he said in a hard, angry voice. “Don’t ever lie to me again.” 


Mina didn’t dare meet her attacker’s eyes. “B-but I wasn’t lying,” she said desperately, her voice 
small, weak. “I don’t have any food-” 


The mutant leaned in closer, looming over the tiny girl. She could see the feral anger in his eyes- 
there was no higher process there, no mercy at all. The lion-man was just as desperate as she was- 
but unlike Mina, he was big and strong and scary, and he could use that to get what he wanted from 
those even weaker than he was. On the food chain of the homeless, Mina knew she was at the 
bottom-the most helpless of them all. She hated it with every fiber of her being-when she had the 
time or energy to devote to hate, instead of the endless, desperate hunger-fueled daze she spent 
most of her time in. 


Her attacker’s eyes seemed to glow with evil light as he studied her. Mina tried to draw her raggedy 
cloak tighter around her, some childish part of her wondering if the bad man would go away if she 
pretended he wasn’t there. 


“T don’t believe you, little brat,” the lion-man hissed, his voice low and violent. “If you don’t 


cough up, [ll gut you, I swear I will.” 


To make good on his threat, he raised one massive paw, tiny specks of dim light glinting from 
long, hooked claws. The deep slash on Mina’s cheek throbbed painfully, though she didn’t dare 
worry about it right then. She begged, “P-please, I’m telling the truth, I swear-” 


The lion-man seemed to have had enough of her pathetic pleading. He snarled, a sound that shook 
Mina to her core, and reared back to swipe his talons across her face again. 


Mina curled up tighter, eyes shut tight as she raised her hands, waiting for the pain. It was an old 
friend at this point-she was an easy target for the other desperate mutants in this part of the cavern. 
Tiny, weak, too mutated for anyone to care enough to help, and completely, utterly alone. She 
braced herself as the deadly paw came down. 


Then, from nowhere, a miracle arrived. A voice, small but loud, shouted, “Hey, leave her alone!” 


The lion-man froze, paw inches from carving into Mina’s face. Mina desperately craned her neck, 
trying to see around her attacker’s bulk. At last, she got a good look, and her heart began to beat 
quicker. 


At the entrance to the alleyway, framed by dark stone and a little more light than seeped into this 
tiny crack in a buried world, was a young boy Mina’s age, wearing a dark cloak that hung down 
around his shoulders, hiding his hands, his legs, and all the rest of him from view. Above the neck, 
though, he was avian; black feathers, yellow beak, and eyes that seemed to glitter and dance with 
rage. He took a step forwards, into the tiny alleyway, looking like a shadow of a nightmare. For a 
second, Mina thought she might be hallucinating. 


But the lion-man could clearly see him, too, because he stood up, turning his back to Mina’s prone, 
vulnerable form to meet the newcomer eye-to-eye. “Who the fuck are you, little boy?” he snarled. 


The boy didn’t answer. Instead, he demanded, “Get away from her. Now.” 


The lion-man didn’t move. For a second, he didn’t react at all. Then, he laughed, “You think ’'m 
gonna listen to a fucking child? Run home, boy. This ain’t none of your business.” 


The boy’s eyes narrowed, and Mina felt a bolt of fear run through her. She couldn’t tell whether it 
was from the danger this boy no older than her seemed to radiate, or because she didn’t want to 
watch him get carved up trying to help her. She wished she had the strength to stand, to help. 


“T don’t care whether it’s none of my business or not,” the boy retorted. “You won’t touch her.” 


The lion-man, enraged, didn’t bother to respond. He charged, deadly claws outstretched. Mina 
couldn’t bear to watch. He was massive compared to the boy, who seemed to be thin and small 
beneath his cloak. 


But then, with scarcely a movement from the boy, that cloak rippled, and Mina’s jaw dropped. 


The lion man slammed into a wall of solid darkness mere feet from the boy, letting out a cry of 
surprise as his forward momentum was suddenly stopped dead. Slowly, the storm of shadows that 
had erupted from beneath the boy’s cloak took shape, revealing itself to be a monster. Enormous 
yellow eyes, a gaping, formless maw, and misshapen hands with talons far longer than the lion- 
man’s appeared, all while the man fought bitterly, determined to push his way past this new 
obstacle with sheer brute strength. 


Whatever strength he had, though, it was nowhere near enough. The two combatants shoved back 


and forth, neither quite able to completely overcome the other. But then, the boy spoke again. 
“Mezou,” he said calmly, eyes never moving from where they were locked on the lion-man’s 
snarling face. 


From the mouth of the alleyway, another figure suddenly appeared, this one even more terrifying 
than the boy with the monster under his cloak. It had dozens of arms, a mouth like a sea monster’s, 
and a man’s face. After a heartbeat, Mina realized it had to be another mutant. He couldn’t have 
been older than Mina or the shadow boy, but he bowled into the lion-man with the force of a 
battering ram, waving arms wrapping around his enemy’s limbs, dragging him deeper into a deadly 
embrace even as he drove the larger man back, until he slammed against the wall of the alley. 


The shadows moved again, long talons swiping at the man as he kicked and screamed, unable to 
move or fight back. Mina forced herself to watch as long, deep gashes appeared across her 
attacker’s chest and shoulders, with one strike leaving long scores down his snout. And through it 
all, the boy who seemed to control that shadowy monster never stopped glaring at the lion-man 
with those beautiful, deadly, terrifying eyes. They were like dark embers, glowing with light that 
never seemed to make his expression brighter. 


At last, the bigger boy-Mezou, that must have been his name-stepped back, grunting, ““That’s 
enough, Fumi. He’s beaten.” 


It was like a spell had been broken. The shadow boy took a deep breath, shaking his head as the 
shadows began to pull back, the immense, snaking head of the monster drawing into itself. The 
lion-man slumped back to the ground, bleeding heavily, shaking so bad he could barely stand. 


“Still think this is none of our business?” the shadow boy hissed. The lion-man, too scared to 
speak, shook his head violently, blubbering as he tried to press himself up against the wall, 
unwilling to get near the two boys. 


“Get out,” the shadow boy snapped. Mina’s attacker didn’t even look back. He sprinted from the 
alley, unsteady and bleeding. 


Abruptly, Mina realized that she was now trapped in the alley with these two terrifying mutants. 
She tried desperately to shrink again, to become invisible. She knew they were coming for her 
next. 


It didn’t work. The two turned towards her, backlit by the dim glow of distant lights, and Mina felt 
another stab of worry. 


““W-who are you guys?” she asked, voice quiet, weak. She realized she was trembling, but she 
couldn’t stop herself. 


The two boys looked at each other, then back at Mina. At last, the shadow boy replied, “Nobody 
important.” 


He took two steps forwards, towards Mina, but froze when Mina cringed back, desperately 
shouting, “Get away from me!” 


Mina could feel herself on the verge of panic. There was nowhere to run. She was trapped, and 
these two boys were too strong. She couldn’t fight back. She was helpless. 


“Relax,” the shadow boy said, his voice soothing and calm. “We aren’t gonna hurt you.” 


Mina didn’t move. “I don’t believe you. Everyone wants to hurt me,” she insisted, her voice still 
childlike, still timid. 


The shadow boy knelt down, bringing his head level with Mina’s. “We don’t. I promise,” he told 
her, reaching a hand out from under his cloak. Mina was surprised to find his hands were normal; 
she’d half expected them to be shadowy talons, like those of the monster that was still floating in 
the alley, connected to its master by a tendril of smoky darkness. 


Still, she tried to scoot further back against the wall of the alley. “I mean it. D-Don’t come any 
closer,” she said desperately, trying fruitlessly to sound intimidating. Her quirk was making her 
fingertips sting. Just another pain to add to the list. 


“You’re hurt,” the boy said gently, gesturing at her cheek. Mina’s hand rose to cup it, finding it 
still sticky with blood, still stinging dully against the open air. 


“Tt’s nothing,” she insisted, though whether she was trying to seem tough, or convince herself, she 
didn’t know. 


Still, the boy seemed unaffected by her panicky threats. “What’s your name?” he asked. 
Mina’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you care?” she demanded. 


“Because I do,” the boy responded, voice soft but strong, warm enough to fill Mina’s heart. 
“Because somebody needs to care.” 


Mina couldn’t explain why, but the boy’s words left her reeling. They found cracks in her jaded 
soul, wormed their way into places she’d buried a long time ago. She couldn’t help the words that 
slipped out of her mouth, almost on their own: “I...my name is Mina.” 


The boy smiled. “I’m Fumikage,” he said in return. “The big grumpy moron behind me is Mezou.’ 


Fumikage jerked his thumb over his shoulder, to where Mezou had leaned up against the wall of 
the alley. He was still huge, especially for someone their age, but his arms had shrunk back into 
just three on either side. He was still menacing, especially with a look in his eye Mina couldn’t 
read, but he seemed content to just sit and watch. 


Scrambling to maintain her hardened heart, Mina demanded, “What do you want?” 
Fumikage blinked, looking surprised. “Excuse me?” he asked, clearly not understanding. 


“Nobody talks to me unless they want something I have,” Mina said, voice too resigned for a 
twelve-year-old. “I don’t have anything right now, though.” 


Fumikage shook his head. “We don’t want anything from you,” he told her, shocking her with the 
fervor in his voice. “We just wanted to help.” 


Mina tamped down the rising bubble of something in her chest, forcing her guard to stay up. “I 
don’t believe you,” she retorted, crossing her arms. 


“Why not?” Fumikage asked, tilting his head curiously. 


“Nobody does anything to help,” Mina insisted, her voice trembling. “They don’t care. You need 
to look out for yourself.” 


Fumikage smiled, but it was sad, like he was watching something he found tragic. “I suppose we’ ll 
just have to be the first, then,” he murmured. “To care, I mean.” 


Mina narrowed her eyes. “What are you talking about?” she asked. 


Fumikage sighed as he stood up. Once again, he extended his hand towards Mina. She watched it 
cautiously, but didn’t reject it. 


“Come with us,” Fumikage offered. ““We’ ve got a place you can stay, if you want. Food, too. It’s 
not much, but it’s better than this place.” 


Mina blinked, trying to understand. “What’s the catch?” she asked suspiciously. 


Fumi shook his head. “No catch,” he promised. “It’s just the two of us, but you deserve to have 
people who care about you.” 


Mina fell silent, trying to decide. She was sorely tempted, but.. 


Suddenly, there was an indignant squawk. “The two of us?” a strange, gravelly voice repeated, 
sounding insulted. 


Mina cringed in surprise as the shadowy monster Fumikage had unleashed came barreling towards 
her, headbutting Fumikage and nearly sending him reeling. 


“Jeez, fine,” Fumikage muttered. “The three of us.” 
Even as the strange monster crowed in victory, Mina shrieked, “It can talk?” 


From behind Fumikage, there was a snort of laughter as Mezou’s face finally cracked into a grin. 
Fumikage gave a long-suffering sigh. 


“Yeah,” he confirmed, sounding exhausted. “He can talk. Mina, this is Dark Shadow, my quirk. 
Dark Shadow, this is Mina.” 


Dark Shadow happily sank down towards Mina, making a strange cooing sound as he wound 
himself around her affectionately. Mina watched him do it, a little numb. 


Cheerfully, Mezou added, “You mean he never stops talking!” 


Fumikage just shook his head as the heavy mood in the alley slowly but surely evaporated, 
replaced by a warmth and a joy Mina had never felt before. 


It was that, more than anything, that helped her make her choice. With one hand, she scratched 
Dark Shadow on top of his head, making him purr. With her other, she reached out and took 
Fumikage’s outstretched hand. 


“Okay,” she agreed, a smile threatening to burst onto her face. “I'll go with you.” 

Fumikage smiled as he helped her to her feet. “Welcome to the family,” he told her. Mina’s heart 
felt like it would burst, and for the first time in years, she remembered what hope felt like. 
Present Day 

Not far from Mezou and Tsu’s house, atop a ledge overlooking the Depths from hundreds of feet 
above the cavern floor, Mina scowled, forcing old memories from her mind with a vicious kick. 


“Why am I thinking of that now?” she wondered, staring up at the cavern ceiling as she lay on her 
back. “Js it because I know Fumi is gone forever?” 


It had to be. Mina may not have been the most introspective person out there, but she knew she was 
far too scrambled to be in a good place right now. The day’s revelations had left her feeling torn 
and broken, and too tired and overwhelmed to piece herself back together. Fumi being gone, really 
gone, had torn open an old hole she’d thought would never change again, and she was reeling. She 
felt like she was crumbling, and she didn’t know what to do. 


But that wasn’t good enough, no. Mina couldn’t just learn that she’d been wrong about what had 
happened to the first person she’d ever trusted, she had to learn something about one of the most 
hated people in her world that had her rethinking everything she thought she knew about him-and 
about herself. 


“Why am I so surprised to learn what Izuku did to Shigaraki?” Mina asked herself. All heroes were 
killers, no matter how much they pretended otherwise. It was their purpose-to make sure the 

people who threatened the social order paid with their lives, one way or the other. Killing them, 
locking them away forever, letting them rot down in this subterranean hell-how much of a 
difference was there? No, what had her messed up was how Izuku had talked about it. 


He regrets it, and it seems like he hates himself for it,” Mina thought. “So...does he hate me for 
trying to kill someone, too?” 


For some reason, Mina really, really hoped not. But she couldn’t be sure. She’d been willing to turn 
on Izuku for far less plenty of times-would he do the same? How did she feel about him even if he 
didn’t? 


Groaning, Mina hauled herself to her feet. She knew she was never going to answer these 
questions-and besides, they didn’t matter. After today, she might never see Izuku again. They lived 
in different worlds-who cared what he thought of her? 


Forcing down her scattered, messy thoughts and vowing to worry about them later, Mina strode to 
the edge of the cliff. “That’s enough feeling sorry for yourself,” she muttered, determined to pull 
herself out of this funk one way or another. “Just get back there and get the damn hero out of the 
Depths.” 


Without fanfare, Mina leaped from the cliff, acid-coated hands biting into the rock, melting long 
trails down the sheer fall as she descended. A pair of gleaming dark eyes followed her all the way 
down towards the house she’d so recently fled from, occasionally fading out and being replaced 
with green eyes, instead. She did her best to put both of them out of her mind. 


Barely a few minutes later, Mina walked in the front door of Mezou and Tsu’s house, expression 
firm and unbending. She found Izuku standing on the balcony outside, watching the empty 
expanse of the Depths. 


“Hey,” Mina said as she walked up behind him. Izuku’s shoulders tensed, and he whirled in 
surprise, the briefest crackle of green lightning appearing around him before he realized it was just 
Mina. 


“Hey,” he replied, smiling widely in a way that made Mina want to punch him. “Feeling better?” 
Mina let the slightest snort escape her as she replied, “No, not really. But I'll be fine.” 


Izuku looked tempted to respond to that, but something in Mina’s eyes stopped him dead. A 
moment later, Tsu spotted Mina as they re-entered the room, and the smile on her face was far 
smaller and more tempered with sorrow. Beside her, Mezou and Kugo broke off whatever 
conversation they’d been having in favor of turning to look at her. 


“There you are, ribbit,” Tsu said kindly. “We were starting to get worried.” 


Mina grinned, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “There was no need to worry,” she told Tsu. “TI just 
needed to clear my head, that’s all.” 


Tsu said nothing, though Mina got the distinct impression she didn’t believe that for one second. 
Thankfully, Mezou stood, crossing the room in a few floor-shaking strides. 


“Does this mean you can finally get him out of here?” he asked, gesturing at Izuku. 
Izuku frowned. “We didn’t even get Toga,” he pointed out. “Shouldn’t we-” 


Mezou shook his head. “‘She’s Jong gone,” he interrupted. “Odds are, she won’t show her face 
again for a long time. Maybe ever. Besides, if you spend any more time down here, you put us all 
in danger.” 


Frowning slightly, Izuku nodded in understanding. Mina added, “Yeah, Izuku. It’s time to get you 
home.” 


Izuku let out a quiet breath as he turned to face her. Mina fought back the warmth she felt in her 
chest when Izuku smiled at her, refusing to even think about what it might be. 


“Okay,” Izuku said. “Lead on, then.” 


Mina nodded, and with one last wave to Tsu, led Izuku towards the front door. Mezou followed 
them, finally pausing just outside the door, where he, Mina, and Izuku shared one last quiet 
moment of understanding. 


Mezou’s eyes softened as he met Mina’s gaze. “I hope that the next time I see you won’t be in 
another six years,” he told her. “You’re always welcome here. Don’t be a stranger, you hear me?” 


Mina smiled fondly, though there was ancient, creaking sorrow just below it. “Pll do my best,” she 
promised. 


Mezou nodded in return, then turned to Izuku. His eyes darkened, and Izuku found himself 
recalling just how much presence the seven-foot-tall mutant man could radiate without a drop of 
effort. 


“You,” Mezou said, “please, be a stranger. I don’t want to see your face ever again.” 


Mina snickered beside him, and Izuku managed to crack a smile. “Got it,” he replied. “Thank you 
for your help.” 


Mezou just grunted, nodded at Mina one last time, then turned and went back inside. Mina and 
Izuku began to walk away. 


They’d barely made it a hundred feet before Izuku said, “Mina... heard about Fumikage, and what 
he meant to you. And...I’m sorry.” 


Mina smiled weakly, fighting back her urge to snap at him. He’d meant it kindly, and she knew it, 
but...it still hurt. “Thank you, Izuku,” she said quietly. “But I’m fine, I promise.” 


Izuku’s expression remained skeptical. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked pointedly. 


“No,” Mina thought. “/’m sure fucking not.” 


But there was no way in hell she was going to admit that. She just told Izuku, “Yeah. Now, please 
stop asking, or I'll make sure you get lost in the tunnels before you ever get back home.” 


She smiled at the shudder that went through Izuku at that. He may have been the strongest hero in 
the whole country, but it was still good to keep him on his toes by reminding him that he still 
needed her help. 


When Mezou returned to his living room, he found Kugo sitting in a chair, red eyes boring into his 
soul. 


“So,” Kugo said in a low voice that was nearly a growl. “She’s the one who brought him down 
here, then?” 


Mezou nodded, brow furrowing as he sat down. “She is,” he confirmed. 


Kugo sucked a breath through pointed teeth, shifting as his many injuries wore at him. “You know 
what’s going to happen to her when the gangs find out,” he told Mezou. “The Claws, the Ten 
Kings, the Tunnel Rats-if any of them figure out that it was her who brought a hero to the Depths, 
her life won’t be worth a fucking wooden penny. Nobody who did something like that would 
survive more than a day down here.” 


Mezou ground his inhuman teeth together, hands clenching into fists in his lap. “I know,” he 
agreed. “But she’s my goddamn sister, or as good as. If anyone -including you- tries to hurt her, I 
will rip them limb from fucking limb. Are we clear?” 


Kugo’s expression barely changed, but Mezou met his gaze, refusing to flinch until, at last, the orca 
mutant lowered his eyes. 


“T wasn’t planning on ratting her out,” the larger man rumbled. “And that won’t change. You saved 
my life-I owe you that much. But you can’t fight them all, not forever. And that’s not even 
counting whatever this “Outcast Army” is. You’re just one man.” 


Mezou shook his head. “I don’t care,” he snapped. “I'll fight anyway.” 


Kugo smiled, ever so slightly. “Ah, to be young again,” he sighed. “This place won’t be safe for 
her, but...well, if anyone can change that, it’I] be you. And...well, it seems like Stain made the 
right choice. If there’s heroes like that out there, maybe we’ ve got a chance after all.” 


Several hours later, Mina and Izuku emerged from a smuggler’s tunnel in a remote part of the 
second level, in an area with little more than a few shops and warehouses. Izuku was almost 
instantly struck by how bright it was, even here. 


Mina watched him sympathetically as Izuku squinted, briefly shielding his eyes until he was used 
to the light. “It’s a big adjustment, isn’t it?” she asked. “Coming back from the Depths, I mean.” 


Izuku nodded. “Yeah,” he agreed. “I can’t believe you do that so often. I feel like I’m gonna get a 
headache just standing here.” 


Mina shrugged. “You get used to it,” she replied. “Besides, I’m pretty sure something’s weird with 
my eyes. I swear I have better night vision than regular people, and sometimes they seem kinda... 
reflective? It’s weird.” 


Izuku frowned thoughtfully, stroking his chin as he began muttering, “Fascinating. Do you have 


some sort of tapetum lucidum, then? That wouldn’t fit with the actual emitter part of your quirk, 
but then, not much of your appearance does. I wonder if it’s some sort of secondary adaptation 
tos." 


Mina rolled her eyes, then elbowed Izuku, promptly jolting him back to reality. “Enough of the 
nerd shit, buddy,” she said jokingly. “All the summary I need is that I’m pink, ’m weird, and I 
freak people out.” 


Izuku gave her a look Mina couldn’t read. “You don’t freak me out,” he responded. “And you’re 
definitely not weird.” 


Mina opened her mouth to respond, then hesitated. Why did the look in Izuku’s eyes leave her 
feeling so strange? The heat in her cheeks, the way she wanted to smile at him...it made no sense. 


At last, Mina coughed, then said, “Okay, whatever. Look, I should probably get going.” 
She turned to leave, but Izuku caught her by the wrist. “Wait,” he said, his voice soft but urgent. 


Mina paused, then met Izuku’s eyes. “What is it with you and touching me?” she asked. “It’s like 
you’re trying to lose every layer of skin you’ ve got.” 


Izuku flushed, then dropped her arm, but Mina still didn’t move. Instead, she waited patiently until 
Izuku managed to gather his thoughts enough to say, “I just wanted to...thank you, for all the help 
you gave me. I know you didn’t have any reason to do it, but-” 


Mina waved it off. “I was helping myself too,” she said quietly, thinking of Fumikage. “T...I 
needed to know the truth. And now I do, I guess. So...thank you.” 


Fighting back sniffles, Mina tried to continue, but Izuku interrupted, telling her, “If you ever need 
anything, come find me, okay? I don’t want to just...leave you by yourself after a day like today. 
You deserve to have people who care about you.” 


Mina smiled weakly, cursing herself for how much of a mess she was, that those words could make 
her recall another day, another life, another person telling her exactly that. 


“Thank you,” she said. “I'll keep it in mind. As long as you don’t mind me dropping in at the most 
inconvenient times possible.” 


Izuku snorted. “You already walked into my agency bleeding out from a fight,” he pointed out. “It 
doesn’t get much more inconvenient than that.” 


Mina grinned. “Fair,” she agreed. On a whim, she reached out her hand. 
Izuku took it, and they shook. “So...are we friends now or something?” he asked, half-jokingly. 


Mina froze, but couldn’t deny it. So instead, she sighed dramatically. “Well, I suppose you’ ve 
learned more about me than I can really deny, so....fine. Congratulations, you’re now friends with 
a criminal.” 


Izuku shrugged. “If it’s you, ’'m okay with that,” he replied. 


Mina...didn’t really have a way to respond to that. Instead, once their handshake ended, she said, 
“See you around, Izuku!” 


Izuku grinned. “See you around, Mina,” he replied. With that, he watched her disappear back into 


the tunnel, and take some piece of him with her that he couldn’t quite place. 


He turned back towards the city, and took a deep breath. Time to face Ejiro, and explain that all 
those risks had been for nothing. Pulling out his phone, he quickly found his best friend’s contact. 
When he called it, though, he was in for a surprise. 


As soon as Ejiro picked up, he said, “Congrats, man!” 

Izuku blinked in confusion. “Congrats?” he repeated. “For what?” 

“For capturing Toga, obviously!” Ejiro replied. 

Izuku got even more confused. “Hang on, what are you talking about?” he asked. “I didn’t-” 


Ejiro, seemingly not registering Izuku’s response, told him, “It’s just like you to dodge the press 
frenzy by just leaning her unconscious body up against the front door of the agency, though. 
Practically gave poor Akari a heart attack when she left for the day.” 


Izuku’s blood ran cold. “Ejiro,” he said in a low voice, “That wasn’t me.” 
Ejiro paused mid-sentence. “Wait, it wasn’t?” he asked. “Then who-” 


“T don’t know,” Izuku responded, his mind running a mile a minute. Lightning surged around him. 
“But whoever it was, it sure as hell wasn’t me. I didn’t capture her, Ejiro. She got away. Are you 
sure it’s Toga?” 


“Completely,” Ejiro responded, having shifted rapidly into business mode again. “She got taken 
into custody about an hour ago, rapid testing has already come back. DNA, fingerprints, 
everything, it’s all her.” 

“Fuck,” Izuku thought. “Somehow, someone found her and decided to...gift-wrap her for me? 
Could the group she was working for have decided to punish her for what happened at the 
compound? What statement are they trying to make?” 


“Stay right where you are,” Izuku ordered, bending his knees and furiously calculating the quickest 
way back to the agency. “I’m on my way right now.” 


There was a moment’s pause, before Ejiro replied in a sheepish voice, “Uh, I’m not sure that’s a 
great idea.” 


“Why not?” Izuku asked, gripping his phone tightly. God, if someone had managed to capture 
Toga, they could have gotten information from her first. If that was the case, they knew what had 
happened at the compound- 


Which meant Mina was in danger. 

Izuku forced down panic as Ejiro spoke. 

“Uh, the mayor is kinda here,” Izuku’s best friend replied. “He wants to talk to you.” 
Izuku cursed under his breath. “God, not him,” he muttered. 


“Yeah,” Ejiro agreed. “Hope you’ re ready to lie to some elected officials, buddy. Because this is 
about to get messy.” 


“Tt already has,” \zuku thought to himself, worrying about Mina. She didn’t know-she was in 
danger and didn’t even realize it. If someone in the Depths knew about the role she’d played in the 


compound assault... 


Izuku disappeared from the small clearing at the edge of the second level in a blur of electric green 
light. He had to get to his agency. 


Now. 
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Within a few minutes, Izuku landed on a rooftop just across the street from his agency, and was 
instantly thankful he’d decided not to land on the street. 

The whole area around the building Aegis occupied was completely surrounded by reporters and 
news vans, clustering just outside the fence that had been erected for pretty much exactly this 
reason. They seemed to be more or less subdued at the moment, waiting for something to happen, 
but the reason for their presence was obvious. Even close to a decade after Shigaraki’s death, the 
capture of the final member of his League to be at large was a huge deal. The fact that Atlas had 
supposedly done it made it ten times bigger. 


Izuku wasn’t looking forward to this in the slightest. Well aside from how twitchy the idea that 
there was somebody out there with the ability to take down Toga and leave her at his front door 
without being detected made him, he knew that he’d have to stand up in front of the whole country 
and lie to their faces. He would have to say that he had captured Toga, or else he risked letting the 
fickle narratives of the whole mess get away from him. News agencies dealt with the facts as they 
knew them, and they would be just as happy to raise concerns about how well heroes could protect 
civilians as praise them for doing it. 


Izuku didn’t like lying. He especially didn’t like feeling like a fraud, or a glory hound. There was 
enough of that among heroes without him adding to it. But he didn’t see what other choice he had 
at this point. Admitting that somebody had used Toga as a message of some kind (a peace offering? 
A warning? A declaration of war?) would send destabilizing shockwaves through heroics, and 
through the Underground. Villains would get bolder in their attacks, trying to one-up each other. 
People would get hurt. 


It was times like this that Izuku best understood why All Might had chosen to hide his crippling 
injury from the world. When everyone was depending on you to be invincible, to be the protector 


of the innocent, you wanted so badly to live up to that, to be the ideal they thought you were. And 
once you went down that road, it was so easy to justify lying, to justify hiding the fact that you 
were human, all in service of stability and safety. What was one lie compared to all the damage the 
truth might cause? 


Izuku sighed, shoving his thoughts aside. Now wasn’t the time to start moralizing. He had to speak 
to Ejiro, recover from the whiplash of emerging from the Depths to find himself at the center of a 
media frenzy...and arrange a meeting with Toga. If she was a message of some kind, Izuku 
intended to speak to the messenger himself. 


Izuku stood, and leaped across the gap between the rooftop he stood on and the roof of his agency 
with ease. Thank God for rooftop entrances-he dreaded the thought of having to shove his way 
through the crowd of reporters below. They would demand his time sooner or later-but not yet. 


The moment Izuku slipped down into the building, he found Ejiro waiting for him. Typical-his best 
friend had already figured out which route Izuku would take to avoid the media. 


“About time you showed up,” Ejiro told him, looking a little worse for wear. He’d clearly been 
dealing with a Jot of shit since Izuku had left for the Depths. Yay, more guilt for Izuku. 


Izuku shrugged apologetically. “Sorry, man,” he replied sheepishly. “Things got...messy.” 
Ejiro raised an eyebrow. “TI noticed,” he agreed. “So, you really didn’t capture Toga?” 


Izuku shook his head. “It was really close,” he admitted. “We were...I came face-to-face with her, 
Ejiro. Looked her in the eye. She’s still as insane as ever.” 


Ejiro cursed under his breath. “I’d imagine,” he agreed, before pausing and meeting Izuku’s eyes 
again. “I’m sorry, “we?” I thought you said you were doing this alone.” 


Izuku froze. Shit. Ejiro’s eyes bored into him, reminding him of all the things he was still keeping 
hidden from his best friend. He tried to think quickly, come up with some explanation that let him 
keep how messy his feelings about Mina still were from Ejiro, but all he could come up with was, 
“Tt’s a long story. Pll explain later.” 


It was bullshit, and Izuku knew it. Ejiro knew it too, judging by the look on his face, which 
practically screamed the fact that Ejiro wanted to lock him in a sparring room and force him to spill 
everything on pain of...well, a whole lot of pain. But now wasn’t the time for that, and they both 
knew that even better. At last, Ejiro sighed, and told him, “Fine. But it better be a damn good 
explanation. Also, here, you'll probably want to put this on.” 


He tossed Izuku’s hero costume at him, and Izuku nodded. If he was gonna face the media, doing it 
in a ripped, dirty t-shirt probably wasn’t a good idea. He quickly changed-the costume was 
designed to be easy to put on-and quickly rejoined Ejiro as they headed through Aegis towards his 
office. 


“Could you fill me in?” Izuku asked. 


Ejiro nodded. “Akari found her not too long ago,” he began. “Toga was tied up and unconscious 
just outside the fence-whoever did it left her where she would be impossible to miss. She didn’t 
regain consciousness until a few minutes ago, and she hasn’t said a word since.” 


Izuku frowned. “Anything on the security cameras?” he asked. Ejiro shook his head. 


“All they show is an unmarked van driving up and Toga getting dumped out of the back,” he 


replied. “Not a face, not a recognizable quirk, nothing. We didn’t even bother checking the 
cameras until after you called, actually.” 


“Why?” Izuku asked. “Honestly, why did you guys assume it was my doing, anyway?” 


Ejiro shrugged. “That was mostly me,” he admitted. “You'd told me to expect you back soon, and 
I...guess I just believed in what you said. I figured you’d just stopped off at a safehouse because 
you were injured or something and wanted to hide it like you usually do. When I called the police 
chief to tell him we had Toga in custody, he asked who did it, and I...well, I told him what I 
assumed. Word got out, and...here we are.” 


Ejiro sounded awfully guilty, but Izuku knew it was an honest mistake. All he’d done was believe 
what Izuku had told him, and...well, Izuku had hidden from Ejiro after villain captures before, 
usually because he’d gotten injured and wanted to avoid Ejiro taking him to task for it. Besides, 
there was no point getting annoyed about it now. 


“Let me guess,” Izuku said. “The moment the police chief knew, he told-” 


Ejiro nodded, interrupting, “The scumbag, yeah. And once he knows something, every media 
outlet in the city knows it.” 


Izuku sighed. “Can you not call the mayor a scumbag, please?” he asked. 
Ejiro rolled his eyes. “You and I both know it’s the most accurate name for him,” he shot back. 


“Still,” Izuku hissed, “You know we aren’t supposed to get involved in politics. The Hero 
Commission-” 


“IT know what the Hero Commission thinks,” Ejiro told him. “And I don’t hate him because of 
politics. I hate him because he’s a scumbag. And don’t you lecture me, I know you hate him just as 
much as I do.” 


Izuku couldn’t argue with that, so instead, he just hung his head and sighed again. He asked, “Is he 
here yet?” 


“Of course he is,” Ejiro scoffed. “There’s news cameras outside, you think he’d be anywhere else? 
He’s been sitting in the lobby for the past half hour, demanding to talk to you.” 


Izuku groaned. “Good job, he’s probably pissed off by now,” he grumbled. 


Ejiro grinned smugly. “Oh, absolutely,” he agreed. “That’s why I made him wait there. He should 
be in your office now, though.” 


Izuku and Ejiro made their way down the agency’s stairs, soon approaching Izuku’s office. Just 
outside it, Izuku turned to Ejiro and asked, “Where is Toga?” 


Ejiro replied, “She’s still in the holding cells here. The police are coordinating with Tartarus to set 
up a secure transport to get her there. They don’t want any mistakes.” 


Izuku nodded. “Id like to speak with her before she gets transported,” he said. “Maybe she’s got 
more information about this. I don’t like being in the dark.” 


Ejiro looked skeptical, but said, “Pll make sure you get that chance, once you’re done dealing with 
our esteemed mayor.” 


Izuku snorted. “Wish me luck,” he told his best friend. Ejiro just rolled his eyes. 
“Luck won’t save you,” he informed Izuku. 


With that, he left, and Izuku turned towards the door. Taking a deep breath, he stepped inside. 


When Izuku laid eyes on Takao Akihiko, mayor of Musutafu, the first though he had was the same 
one he always had: “He looks more like a crime boss than fucking Overhaul did.” 


Perhaps that was slight hyperbole, but only slight. Takao was a slightly overweight man in his 
fifties, with faded gray hair that still clung to the sides and back of his head and thick-framed 
glasses. Wearing suspenders under a gray suit jacket, thick-fingered hands lacing over his broad 
belly as he reclined in a chair in Izuku’s office, the only things that kept him from looking like a 
mafioso was the lack of a heavy cigar or rings on his fingers. The eyes, though-they were the same. 
Cold and calculating under a thin veneer of smirking mirth, they spoke of a man who could be 
utterly ruthless and smile his way through it, who could chuckle and joke with you just enough to 
make you almost not notice the dagger aimed at your back. 


Takao had been the mayor of Musutafu for nearly fifteen years, weathering countless challengers, 
the ever-shifting winds of politics, and the odd whisper of corruption and backroom dealing-though 
those not-quite-accusations never really seemed to stick to him. At this point, he was almost as 
much of a fixture in the city as the Underground itself-though he was a rare sight in the district that 
gave his city its claim to fame. No, the city government remained firmly entrenched aboveground, 
well away from the vast majority of their citizens. 


As soon as Takao noticed Izuku, he rose to his feet, smiling warmly. “There he is! The man of the 
hour!” he boomed, striding across the room, hand outstretched. 


Izuku forced a smile onto his face as he shook Takao’s hand, trying not to wince at the sound of his 
voice. Takao had the too-loud, too-bright voice of a consummate politician-all empty smiles and 
false words, keeping you buoyed by his friendly tone alone. But where some politicians could 
employ that voice at will and only when they needed it, Takao had no such off switch-that too- 
happy voice was his usual tone. If anything, that should have been a warning sign all by itself; 
there were few things scarier than a natural politician. 


“Mr. Takao,” Izuku said, still wearing that frozen smile. “It’s good to see you.” 


Takao laughed, clapping his hand on Izuku’s shoulder. Izuku did his best to not go tense at the 
touch. “Atlas, Atlas,” the mayor said, “Please, call me Akihiko.” 


Izuku fought back a grimace as he managed to wriggle out of Takao’s grasp. “I think I’m fine, 
thank you,” he said formally. Takao made the same statement every time he and Izuku spoke; he 
wasn’t sure if it was just the mayor being patronizing, or if it was an attempt to make it easier to 
get Izuku to agree to photo ops and joint appearances and the like. Takao was as big a media hound 
as you could be-and there was nobody the cameras followed more than Izuku. 


Takao frowned, but agreed, “Very well, then. Have it your way.” 


With that, the man sank back into his chair, still wearing that big grin that was too bright to be real. 
Izuku quickly sat across from him, taking a deep breath as he tried to gather his thoughts. 


The two locked gazes for a moment, as if sizing each other up. Then, Takao began, “Well, my boy, 
let me be the first to congratulate you! The last member of the League of Villains, captured at 
last!” 


Izuku held back the part of him that wanted to scream at the lie. He knew he had to be diplomatic- 
there was no need to pick a fight with the mayor. He replied, “Thank you, Mr. Takao. It’s been a 
long time coming, that’s for sure.” 


“T can imagine,” Takao agreed. “It’s a nice feather in your cap, for sure. Although...I have to 
admit, I’m surprised by the fact that you haven’t even said a word to the press yet!” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” he asked. “I just got back.” 


Takao leaned in, grinning in a way that made Izuku nervous. “Ah, forgive me,” he said. “I 
sometimes forget that you’re still young. The press are simple folk, my boy. They thrive on the 
smell of secrets-and every single one of them wants to be the one to dig it up. If you’d said even 
two words to one of them on your way in, they’d be eating out of your hand. They’re literally 
camped outside right now, all you have to do is give them a breadcrumb, and they’ Il sing your 
praises on the nightly news for weeks!” 


“And why would I want them to be bothering me for weeks?” Izuku asked dryly. 
“And don’t call me “my boy,” he added to himself. “All Might can call me that. Not you.” 


Takao stretched out an arm, gesturing at something Izuku couldn’t guess at. “It isn’t enough to be 
good, you know,” he said. “Even if you’re the best, none of it matters if people don’t know you’re 
the best. That’s true for heroes, and it’s true for me. If you can’t control the narrative, it’1l end up 
controlling you. Or am I wrong in saying that being a pillar means you need to be trusted by the 
people you protect?” 


Izuku’s hand twitched under his desk. Something about the smirk on Takao’s face made him 
uneasy. The affable old man was falling away, revealing the cold, smooth operator beneath, and it 
made Izuku’s skin crawl. 


“T assume you didn’t just come here to give me media relations advice,” he told Takao. “Why are 
you really here?” 


Takao shrugged, that grin still on his face. Once again, Izuku was struck by the comparison to a 
crime boss, holding court. “No particular reason,” the mayor answered. “I just think that it’s always 
a good idea to maintain a strong relationship with the heroes who protect us. Especially the most 
powerful and respected hero in Japan. You and I, we’re the power centers of this city. This is our 
city, when you get down to it. And being able to work together prevents...complications.” 


Izuku really didn’t like the sound of that. Thankfully, he was saved from having to respond by a 
knock on the door. A moment later, Ejiro stepped in, meeting Izuku’s eyes. 


“They’re coming to collect Toga in less than two hours,” he told Izuku. “If we want to talk to her, 
we’ ll need to do it soon.” 


Izuku nodded, but Takao was the first to respond. “Talk to her?” he repeated curiously. “Might I 
ask why?” 


Ejiro looked towards Izuku, who found himself scrambling for an explanation that wouldn’t show 
weakness or conflict. He finally settled for replying, “Toga was with a group of criminals when she 
was arrested. We’re hoping to ask her if she was working with some organization or not. Just to put 
our minds at rest, you know.” 


Takao raised an eyebrow, and for a moment, his face flashed with an expression Izuku couldn’t 
read. “Criminals organizing again?” he wondered. “Troubling. Ah, but I have faith in you to deal 


with them. Now, don’t let me keep you here. In fact, I should best be leaving.” 


Izuku nearly sighed with relief, but stopped himself. Takao stood to leave, followed by his 
bodyguards-two men in suits that Izuku had barely even noticed standing by the walls. Ejiro stood 
aside as they filed out. 


Just before he left, though, Takao paused in the doorway, turning back to meet Izuku’s eyes. 
“Congratulations again on capturing Toga,” he said, eyes twinkling. “Maybe you’ll be able to deal 
with some of these damn mutants next. They’re like rats, I tell you. You get rid of one, ten more 
spring up in their place.” 


Izuku grit his teeth as images of Mina flashed through his mind. He didn’t even notice Takao 
leaving, or the door swinging shut. When he’d regained control of himself, he stood from his desk, 
nodding towards Ejiro. 


“Thanks for the interruption,” he said. “God, I hate talking to him. He’s a goddamn parasite.” 


Ejiro snorted. “Better you than me, buddy,” he replied. “Now, are we gonna interrogate Toga or 
not?” 


“Tam,” Izuku corrected. 


Ejiro paused, turning to give Izuku a thoroughly unimpressed look. “I’m sorry,” he replied. “I was 
under the impression that you were capable of /earning from your stupid decisions. Going it alone 
doesn’t work, Izuku.” 


Izuku shook his head. He couldn’t risk Toga talking about Mina or Mezou or any other secrets he 
wasn’t ready to tell yet. “Trust me on this,” he pleaded. “I need to talk to her alone.” 


Ejiro hesitated, then sighed. “I’m going to complain and then agree to this, aren’t I?” he asked 
rhetorically. “Alright, fine. ’1l even make sure you won’t be overheard or anything. But 
goddamnit, you owe me an explanation for why you’ve been skulking around like you’ re hiding 
something lately.” 


Izuku nodded. “Big time,” he agreed. “And thank you.” 
With that, he turned to head downstairs, to the holding cells where Toga was. 


It was time to get some answers. 


Within fifteen minutes, Toga had been brought to the small interrogation cell in the Aegis 
basement. They didn’t use it often, but Izuku sure was grateful to have it right about now. Ejiro had 
cleared out all the sidekicks, turned off the cameras, and then left the room, giving Izuku one last 
meaningful glance that promised a whole lot of trouble for later. 


Taking a deep breath, Izuku stepped through the heavy, reinforced door to the cell, hearing it slam 
behind him. The first thing he noticed when he stepped into the tiny interrogation room was how 
small Toga looked. 


The last time he’d seen her, she’d been taunting Mina, her body warping and bubbling as she took 
on the face of Mina’s dead friend. She’d been cast half in shadow then, and the sheer menace 
rolling off her had been enough to make her presence vaster than her physical body could ever be. 
The look in her eyes had been nothing compared to Shigaraki, the feeling she radiated paltry next to 
the bone-chilling terror of standing before All For One...but somehow, Izuku had been more scared 


of Toga than either of them. It was the hunger in those sickly yellow eyes, he thought. No human 
being should look at another person the way Toga did, like they were prey. 


And now, those eyes were dull and nearly lifeless. All the menace was gone. Toga slumped in her 
chair, hands chained to the table in front of her. Her legs dangled uselessly beneath her-apparently, 
her tendons had been slashed to hell and back. She seemed shrunken, shellshocked by the rapid 
shift from taunting Izuku as she escaped to being arrested at last. She barely acknowledged Izuku 
as he closed the door and sank into the chair opposite her. 


Izuku took a few long, deep breaths to gather himself before speaking. At last, he began, “I told you 
you would end up here one day, Himiko Toga.” 


The steel in his voice came easier than Izuku was really comfortable admitting. Maybe it was who 
he was facing, maybe it was his exhaustion and frustration at the whirlwind few days he’d had...or 
maybe it was some fragment of the man who had killed Tomura Shigaraki bubbling up to the 
surface. Whatever the reason, Izuku was all business at that moment, every inch the Number One 
Hero. 


For a moment, Toga didn’t respond, and Izuku wondered again just what had happened to her in 
the scant few hours between her escape and being dumped on his front doorstep. Then, her pale 
yellow eyes finally shifted upwards to meet his gaze, and a thin, weak smile crept onto Toga’s 
face. 


“T suppose you did, Izuku,” she replied in a pale imitation of her usual singsong voice. “Although I 
doubt either of us thought it would go this way.” 


Izuku refused to let his expression shift. He sat patiently as Toga chuckled dully to herself, 
seemingly amused by her own words. When she spoke again, she asked, “How long has it been? 
Eight years? Nine?” 


Izuku shrugged. “Too many,” he told her. “Far, far too many. You got away for much longer than 
you should have.” 


Toga’s eyes widened fractionally. “Why, Izuku,” she gasped mockingly, “Did you just admit that 
you missed me?” 


Izuku refused to dignify that with a response. Instead, he simply asked, “How many?” 
Toga faltered. “Excuse me?” she replied, raising an eyebrow. 


Izuku forced himself to suppress flickers of green lightning as he demanded, “How many people 
have you killed in the last eight years you’ ve been down here?” 


“How many people did I fail?” he added in his head. 


Toga tilted her head, eyes glittering with a tiny fraction of the deadly light she’d once had. 
“Jealousy doesn’t look good on you, Izuku,” she cooed. “And I don’t know. I have to admit, I lost 
track after a while.” 


Izuku hissed to himself, fingers tightening their grip on his arm. As if he needed another reminder 
of how much of a monster Toga really was, here she was, practically taunting him about her serial 
killing. 


“T can’t help it, you know,” Toga added a moment later, eyes boring into Izuku. “Some people are 
just born killers. Me...you...that cute little pink girl who tried to rip my throat out...” 


She was baiting him. Izuku knew she was baiting him. But the thought of Mina made him slam his 
hands down on the table anyway, sending the thin metal into a violent shudder as static sparked 
around him. “Do not talk about her,” he said in a low, tense voice. 


Toga grinned for the first time, lips parting to reveal sharp teeth. “Oh?” she asked tauntingly. 
“Afraid Pll spill your secrets? Do you not want the truth to get out, my dear Izuku?” 


Izuku shook his head. ““There’s nobody listening in,” he told her, returning her dangerous grin with 
one of his own. “Being the Number One Hero has some perks, like everyone leaving when I tell 
them to. Right now, it’s just you and me, and nobody will ever know what gets said in this room.” 


Toga studied him with a strange expression on her face. “Was that a threat, Izuku?” she asked, 
sounding oddly excited by the prospect. 


Izuku’s face was like stone as he replied, “Does it need to be?” 


For a moment, Toga didn’t respond, and the two dueled with silent gazes. At last, Toga slumped in 
her chair and sighed, “Fine. I won’t talk about her.” 


Izuku didn’t say anything, didn’t even nod. He could already see Toga’s eyes glittering with cruel 
light, and knew she wasn’t done talking. Sure enough, she continued, “That just leaves the other 
piece of truth I bet you don’t want anyone to know. The fact that you aren’t the person who 
captured me.” 


Izuku nodded bluntly. “You’re right,” he agreed, leaning forwards in his chair. “Which is why 
you’re going to tell me who did.” 


Toga smiled, ever so slightly. “And why would I do that?” she asked. 


Izuku frowned. “You’re being awfully uncooperative for someone in your position,” he said, 
crossing his arms over his chest. 


Dryly, Toga snorted, “Oh, please, why would I ever cooperate? I’m already dead either way. None 
of you will ever let me see the outside world again-I’Il be in Tartarus for the rest of my life, and 
both of us know it. Honestly, I wish you’d Jet that girl melt my head from my neck down in the 
Depths-it’d be better than a lifetime in a straitjacket.” 


Izuku didn’t know what to say to that. She was right, after all. There would be no plea deal, no 
reduction in her sentence, nothing-not for a member of the League. Those who had followed 
Shigaraki’s mad crusade who hadn’t been killed in the fighting nearly a decade ago were rotting in 
the deepest depths of Tartarus right now, a place as close to hell on earth as it was possible to be. 
Then, a thought struck him. 


“Whoever you were working for, they clearly betrayed you,” he pointed out. “Wouldn’t you want 
to get revenge?” 


For a long moment, Toga remained silent, seemingly mulling it over. At last, she smiled and said, 
“Tempting. You do know the way to a girl’s heart, Izuku.” 


Trying not to sound too hopeful, Izuku asked, “So, will you tell me or not?” 
Toga chuckled. She told him, “I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet.” 


Izuku frowned, confused. “Why don’t you know?” he asked. “Don’t tell me you’re scared of 
whoever did this to you.” 


Again, that dry, hopeless chuckle escaped Toga’s throat. “Oh, stupid hero,” she sighed. “Being 
afraid isn’t the issue. I’m trying to decide what will hurt you the most.” 


Izuku froze, a lump forming in his throat. Forcing his tone to stay even, he replied, “And what 
makes you think that this will hurt me?” 


Toga grinned, and it sent Izuku back a decade, to watching her slice through heroes like chaff, 
leaving bloody corpses in her wake. 


“Not you,” she said. “Your pink girlfriend.” 


Izuku choked. “She’s not my-” he began, like that was the important thing here. He cut himself 
off, refusing to engage with that train of thought any further. 


Clearly enjoying his struggles, Toga continued, “You know what? No, I don’t think I'll tell you 
what happened. Not because I don’t want you to know, but because you’ll find out eventually, 
anyway.” 


Izuku cursed to himself, but refused to get distracted. “I will?” he asked skeptically. 


Toga nodded eagerly, practically licking her lips. There was an insane light in her eyes again. “Oh, 
you will,” she confirmed. “When your city is burning, when everything you’ ve tried to protect 
comes crashing down...you’ll understand, then. He’s coming for you, you know. Your world, your 
people, but most of all you. It'll be fun to watch poor little Mina have to choose between you. I 
wish I could be there.” 


Izuku slammed a hand against the table, making it shake. “Enough,” he growled, low and 
dangerous. “No more games, Toga. Tell me who you worked for.” 


Toga shook her head. She grinned wide, licking her lips, and Izuku could almost imagine blood 
dripping from her pointed canines. 


“No can do, Izuku,” she crooned in that sickly-sweet voice of hers. “It would spoil the surprise. 
This is my revenge, on both you and them. You’|l tear each other to pieces. It’ Il be beautiful.” 


When Izuku looked into Toga’s eyes, he saw no hesitation at all. There was spite, and hate, and 
pure, utter madness. She knew she was beyond help, and she didn’t care. She was more than happy 
to burn it all in her wake. 


“Tl stop it,” Izuku told her. “Whatever you think this mysterious enemy will do, I'll make sure it 
never happens. I stopped Shigaraki, I’Il stop this too.” 


Toga smiled. “Oh, Izuku,” she murmured. “Keep thinking that. What’s coming is nothing like 
Shigaraki. There’s no killing this, no murder that can save you. One way or another, this city is 
doomed.” 


Far, far below in the Depths, Fumikage Tokoyami sat on a small ledge, overlooking a large cavern 
that stretched on and on beyond the limits of what he could see. He barely noticed the vastness of 
the cavern, though. His attention was focused almost entirely on a vast pillar that rose in the 
middle of a cleared patch of ground. It was festooned with rows upon rows of structures, all knit 
together and dripping off the immense stone monument, an entirely vertical city. There was only 
one area of the pillar that was clear-a smooth, flat expanse halfway up that had three deep, dark 
gouges through it, like claw marks. From his perch, he could see lights glimmering, the distant 
blurs of people moving about. 


Fumikage’s eyes were distant, one hand tapping against his knee. Dark bands of shadow wound 
around and around his arms, blurring his edges, smoothing his angles. For a moment, there was a 
second face, a monstrous face, overlapping his own avian features. Then, it was gone again. 


“There’s no going back,” said a voice in his head-a voice that wasn’t his. “Are you sure you want 
to do this?” 


“Shut up,” he growled. “I don’t need you doubting me, too.” 


“Maybe someone should,” the voice shot back snarkily. “Maybe you should stop holding me 
back.” 


“Tdiot, I’m about to let you loose,” Fumikage snapped. “You want to stretch your wings? Stop 
arguing.” 


The voice was silent after that. Fumikage didn’t dare hope it would last, though. 
A moment later, soft footsteps from behind him alerted him to another person’s arrival. 
“You ready to go?” asked the soft, rasping voice of Kamakiri. 


“Just about,” Fumikage sighed, rising to his feet. His ragged cloak settled around his shoulders, 
and the murmurs grew louder as his body was shrouded in darkness. He quashed them with a 
practiced ease his younger self would have envied. 


Just before Fumikage walked past Kamakiri, he hesitated. After a brief war with his own thoughts, 
he asked, “Do you think this is a good idea?” 


Kamakiri, as expected, simply grunted. “Don’t see any other way,” he admitted gruffly. “Not that it 
matters. I’d follow your plan even if it was the stupidest thing I’d ever heard.” 


Fumikage sighed. “I really don’t know why you’ ve decided that ’m worth such loyalty,” he 
admitted quietly. “I doubt P’ll ever prove myself worthy of it.” 


Kamakiri gave him a look that somehow mixed scoffing disdain with the most earnest admiration 
Fumikage had ever seen from the laconic mutant. Kamakiri had been gutter trash, same as 
Fumikage, but unlike him, the first people to show him kindness hadn’t been the sort to just care 
for a child. No, Kamakiri had been a weapon, a deadly tool to aim at a target and then forget about. 
Sometimes, Fumikage thought, Kamakiri seemed to be more comfortable in that role than any 
person should be. 


“You are worthy of it,” Kamakiri told him, conviction coloring his voice. “You’ve proven that to 
me-to us-more times than anyone should ever have to. There’s not a man or woman here that 
wouldn’t follow you to hell and back.” 


“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Fumikage thought bitterly. 


Fumikage turned to see the small squad of mutants that had joined him on this first strike. Battered, 
angry men and women met his eyes-some couldn’t even do that, as if they somehow didn’t deserve 
to look at him-and nodded, respect in their gazes. Hardened killers, every one of them, each a 
match for any hero in Japan, save perhaps for the Top Fifty or so. They sported horns, talons, 
misshapen limbs, bodies out of nightmares and half-forgotten fairytales. They were demons and 
monsters, the villains from children’s stories. They were people, and he knew every one of their 
names, and they believed in him. They looked at him with an admiration he almost remembered 
from the first time he’d seen it, in the golden eyes of a pink-skinned girl who thought she owed 


him her life, when all he’d done was show her how to live it. 


“This is what I am,” he reminded himself. “This is what I chose to be. I passed the point of no 
return a long time ago.” 


Fumikage took a deep breath, and made his choice. The shadows on his body lengthened, covering 
his arms, his hands. They crept down over his face, and the roar in his mind grew so loud, it 
drowned out the world. He could only cling on because of years and years of experience. Without 
it, he would have been wild, uncontrollable, unstoppable. 


Fumikage stood in front of his troops, and said, “There’s no need for a speech. All of you know 
what’s at stake, what this means. Today, the work begins.” 


Nods. Nothing more. Nothing else was needed. Everything that needed to be said had already been 
said. Kamakiri hissed somewhere deep in his throat, a buzzing, metallic sound that sounded too 
eager by half, and let long, razor-sharp blades spring from his arms. 


Fumikage turned, towards the pillar city, setting his jaw. “Remember,” he said. “If they resist, they 
die. If they aren’t combatants, or they surrender, leave them. These are the people we’re fighting 
for.” 


Fumikage didn’t need to check for nods this time. Instead, he let the immense arms of the shadow 
monster around him encircle his body, curving in to embrace him and gather him up, along with 
those of his troops who couldn’t make the jump themselves. His feet left the ground, carried aloft 
by the floating shadows that stretched out and out on either side, extending into great, terrifying 
wings, feeding on the pitch-blackness of the cave until no light in the world could have stopped 
him. Crossing the cavern was the work of seconds. 


Fumikage felt his quirk thrashing in its chains, somewhere in his mind, and smiled. The city below 
them had noticed their presence now-it was awfully hard not to see the colossal demon swooping in 
from above. But it was far, far too late. 


Fumikage didn’t notice his fellows leaping into the structures that lined the gigantic pillar. He 
didn’t watch Kamakiri twirling as he dove a hundred feet through open air, twin curved blades 
glinting in the twinkling lights of the pillar city. He only saw the bugs in front of him, unaware of 
his power as the chains snapped. 


Screams filled the air as wood snapped and stone splintered, but the noises were all drowned out, 
buried underneath the metallic, guttural shriek of a monster in the dark. 


The war had begun. 


Chapter End Notes 
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It was three days before Mina ventured up into the Underground again. 


She wasn’t sure why she was so hesitant, exactly-it wasn’t like the place was any more dangerous 
than it had been. And she sure wasn’t any better off than before, either; she continued to live in her 
cave, even though Mina knew Mezou and Tsu would have taken her in without even hesitating. 
That thought was just...it was too much, too quickly. Mina could handle talking to them again, 
trying to slowly reestablish bonds she’d broken herself six years ago...but relying on their charity 
was something she refused to do. She would not be a burden, and she didn’t know if she could 
handle the constant ache of Fumi’s missing place in that house. 


He should have been there. He should be teasing Mezou and Tsu like he used to, or play-fighting 
with Dark Shadow, or...or something. He’d been the core of their little family, the star they all 
orbited around. When he’d vanished-no, not vanished, died- it had torn them to shreds, sending 
them spinning out in all directions. Mina couldn’t be around her oldest friends without Fumikage 
Tokoyami’s shadow weighing on her heart, and that hurt. 


When she finally got back to her cave after leaving Izuku, Mina had been too exhausted to even eat. 
She’d just curled up in her pile of blankets and tried to ignore the tears in her eyes. She’d lain there 
for what felt like an eternity, not grieving, but killing her own hopes. Some part of her had always 
imagined, childishly, that Fumi had still been alive, that he’d had a good reason for disappearing, 
that she’d see him again one day. In her daydreams, he’d beg for her forgiveness, she’d give it to 
him on the spot, and they could all be whole again. But now...now she just wanted to forget. 


Mina didn’t know how long she lay there, curled into a ball, systematically pushing away every 
memory that tore at her heart. Eventually, though, the growling in her stomach became impossible 
to ignore, and she decided that she would have to let time do the rest. Life went on. 


However, sooner had she made her way up to the winding streets of the Underground than she 
found herself distracted. As she walked down a street in the commercial district of the second level, 
cloak and hood drawn tight to avoid standing out, she passed by a shop with several televisions in 
the front window. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flash of green from the glowing screen, 
and something in her chest twinged. 


Curious, Mina turned to get a better look, and sure enough, it was Izuku. The televisions seemed to 
be turned to a news channel, judging by the banners and the fact that the man Mina had once saved 
was behind a podium decorated with microphones. That was...confusing. It was hard to remember 
that Atlas was famous sometimes, after all the time Mina had spent around him down in the depths. 
She struggled to reconcile the broad, dangerous-looking man squinting into camera flashes with 
the soft-smiling one she’d spoken to on the balcony of Mezou and Tsu’s home. 


A moment later, Mina finally processed the words scrolling across the bottom of the screen. 
“ATLAS CAPTURES FINAL MEMBER OF LEAGUE OF VILLAINS AFTER NINE YEARS,” they 
screamed, making Mina frown. That wasn’t what had happened, and they’d both known it. The 
sound was off, so Mina couldn’t hear what Izuku was saying-but he looked odd, some weird mix of 
frustration, relief, and shame playing across his features. Mina wasn’t even sure how she could 
read his face so well-she got the feeling that he was doing a decent job staying composed, and not 
many people could have understood his emotions so well from a glance. But whatever the reason, 
the combination of the obvious media frenzy and the headline made one thing clear: people 
thought that Izuku had caught Toga. Except...that wasn’t true. Toga had escaped. Was Izuku 
lying? Was he trying to claim the glory of taking her out, without...but hang on, Toga had escaped, 
how was he supposed to... 


Mina shook her head, forcing herself to stop going in circles. She was really, really confused, and 
part of her was screaming that Izuku was proving that he was just like all the other heroes, lying 
and cheating for fame. But it didn’t make sense, and she tamped down that thought with as much 
force as she could muster. Yeah, she didn’t understand what was going on...but she couldn’t 
picture the man who had been so vulnerable when he admitted to killing Tomura Shigaraki 
immediately turning around and lying to everyone without even having Toga to back up the lie. 


Remembering how guilty she’d felt after assuming he was trying to turn her into an informant, 
Mina made a decision; she wasn’t gonna judge him without at least trying to understand what was 
really going on. She owed him that much. 


She turned and walked away from the televisions, swiftly finding an alleyway and scaling the side 
of the rough-carved building. 


It was a good thing she wasn’t all that far from Izuku’s hero agency. Hell, maybe she could even 
get something to eat out of this. 


Besides...she honestly kinda missed him. It would be nice to talk to him, at least. 


And, of course, beat the shit out of him if it turned out he was lying. That was a given. 


Izuku slumped forward in his chair, head buried in his folded arms atop his desk. It took far too 
much effort just to keep his eyes open. 


The last few days had been a fucking mess. He’d had to give multiple press conferences, talk to 
reporters and police and the Hero Commission, field constant requests for interviews, and deal with 
friends sending him their own congratulations. Hell, even Bakugo had sent him the usual barrage 
of threats and bragging, mixed with an almost-grateful thanks. 


None of that should have exhausted Izuku quite as much as it did-he’d done it plenty of times 
before, after big fights or important missions. He was an old hand at dealing with a media frenzy by 
now-it came with the territory. But he’d never had to deal with one that was based on a lie before. 
Every congratulations, every answer to a question-they all rang false, and he knew it. Izuku hated 
having to lie about it. Even the look in Akari’s face-like he was something more than a hero, like 


he had hung the stars-whenever she passed by him in the hallways of Aegis ate at him, left him 
feeling sick with guilt. He just wanted to scream the truth-but of course, he couldn’t do that. 


And the worst, naturally, was yet to come. As exhausted as he was now, Izuku really didn’t know 
what would happen once he came clean to Ejiro. His best friend had been just as busy these last 
few days, but once the storm passed, he would expect explanations for what Izuku had been doing 
during those two days in the Depths. Izuku...had no clue what he would tell Ejiro. How was he 
supposed to talk about Mina, or Mezou, or the battle at the compound, without giving up secrets 
that weren’t his to tell? 


Suddenly, Izuku was jarred out of his thoughts by a loud, aggressive thumping noise. Leaping from 
his seat, he frantically scanned for the source. Was it an attack of some sort? 


At last, Izuku spotted where the noise was coming from. A cloaked, masked figure was hammering 
on his office window. As Izuku cautiously stepped closer, he could make out golden eyes beneath 
the mask, and he sighed, shoulders slumping. 


It took Izuku a few seconds to open the window. As soon as he did, the figure slipped inside- 
leaving scorched handholds and footholds in the rock around Izuku’s window-and ripped their 
mask off with a sigh. 


“Took you long enough,” Mina told him, shaking her short hair loose, then pushing a few stray 
curls away from her eyes. Izuku was too confused by her presence to stop himself from being 
entranced by the way those curls danced. 


Shaking himself free of rapture, Izuku hissed, “What the hell are you doing here? You’re gonna get 
caught!” 


Mina barely even spared him a glance, instead letting her gaze wander around the room, studying 
it. She threw herself into an armchair in the corner without even hesitating, throwing her hands 
behind her head as she did so. “Chill out,” she replied. “Nobody saw me come in. I made sure of 
ie 


Izuku frowned. “Are you sure?” he asked. ““There’s been a lot of cameras around here lately.” 


Mina finally turned, meeting Izuku’s gaze with one of her own. “Yes, I’m sure,” she told him 
flatly, eyes no longer twinkling playfully. “And as for those cameras...they’re why I’m here, 
actually.” 


Izuku exhaled loudly. “Of course you are,” he muttered, sitting back down and letting his body go 
limp. “Let me guess: you heard that Toga was captured?” 


Suddenly, Mina stopped looking so casual. She bolted upright in her seat. “Wait, she was caught?” 
she asked. “I thought you were lying about that?” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow, burying the part of him that twinged at the thought that Mina already 
knew he was a liar. “No, she actually did get caught,” he answered. 


Mina’s eyes went wide. “How?” she demanded. She fought down surges of conflicting feelings, 
refusing to sink back down into the mess she’d been the last few days. 


Izuku sighed, reaching up with one hand to rub the bridge of his nose, trying to chase off the 
headache that had been nagging at him the last few days. 


“T...don’t know,” he admitted, making Mina’s eyes widen further. “Nobody does. She just got 


dumped in front of my agency like garbage. Somebody just... gave her to us.” 


It took Mina a moment to find her words. “Shit,” she breathed at last. Her mind began to race, 
realizing just how dangerous things might be. If someone really had been able to make an example 
out of a fighter as dangerous and valuable as Toga... 


Izuku nodded, chuckling darkly as he agreed, “Exactly. I’ve been trying to run damage control ever 
since.” 


Mina frowned. “By...taking the credit?” she asked, trying not to sound foo accusing. “I don’t get 
it.” 


Izuku winced. “Yeah,” he admitted, sounding ashamed. “Believe me, I’m not a fan of it either. I 
hate lying like that.” 


“But you’re still doing it,” Mina noted. Izuku met her eyes, and found them...not unsympathetic, 
but not entirely free of suspicion, either. 


Perhaps it was that conflicted gaze that made him rise to his feet, animated by a sudden rush of 
energy. “Look,” Izuku said, “I’d love to keep talking about this, but now really isn’t the time. Or 
the place, actually.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. “Why not?” she asked. 


Izuku crossed his arms. “Because I’d rather not get asked why I have a suspicious figure breaking 
into my office in the middle of the day,” he replied pointedly. 


Mina snorted. “You’re saying I look suspicious?” she shot back. 


Izuku raised an eyebrow, glancing meaningfully at her all-black clothing, ragged cloak, and full- 
face mask. Mina got the hint. 


“Alright, fine,” she decided, hopping to her feet. ““There’s some nice coffee shops nearby, I bet.” 


Izuku blinked, suddenly confused all over again as Mina crossed towards the window. “Wait a 
second, we can’t just-” he began, only for Mina to shoot him a look. 


“T think we both know there’s more to this than what you’re telling me,” she said. “And if you 
don’t want to talk about it here, the least you can do is buy me something to eat. Besides, you need 
to get out of this office. No offense, but you look like shit.” 


Izuku snorted. “I haven’t been getting much sleep these last few days,” he admitted. 


Mina rolled her eyes. “Typical. Now, let’s get outta here. You’ ve got a lot of explaining to do,” she 
told him. 


Izuku frowned as Mina stepped up onto the windowsill. “Wait,” he interrupted. “You can’t just-” 


Mina raised an eyebrow, glancing back towards him. “Jump out a third-story window with nothing 
to break my fall?” she asked, finishing Izuku’s sentence for him. “Of course I can. And if you don’t 
want to explain me and my suspicious figure to every other hero in this building, you’ ll be 
following me.” 


With that, Mina jumped out the window. Izuku rushed to the open portal, only to find Mina 
effortlessly hanging from the wall a few inches below, having easily melted handholds into the 


building. 
“T hate you sometimes,” Izuku informed her. 


Mina grinned as she tugged her mask back on with one hand. “Well, that’s just too bad,” she 
replied. “Now, you better hurry up!” 


Izuku rolled his eyes and summoned One For All. Just two or three percent would be fine for this. 
“Why am I letting a thief boss me around?” he asked under his breath. When the only answer he 
got was a flutter in his chest and a warmth on his cheeks, he decided to stop thinking about it and 
just jump out the window already. 


So he did. 


Ten minutes later, Mina and Izuku (wearing his usual disguise) were safely ensconced in a high- 
walled booth in the small coffee shop just down the road. Steaming cups sat untouched in front of 
them; Izuku disliked using caffeine as a crutch, and Mina didn’t trust her body not to overreact to 
the stuff-her few previous encounters with coffee had ended...badly. 


There was no such fate for the pastries, though. Mina attacked those savagely, ripping and chewing 
through them so quickly Izuku could only sit back and watch, more than a little put off by how 
frantically she was wolfing them down. It was like she expected them to be taken away at any 
second...which honestly made more sense the longer Izuku thought about it. A life like hers didn’t 
produce calm, refined eaters. 


When the pile of baked goods had been reduced to crumbs, Mina sat back, sighing luxuriously. 
“Fuck, those are good,” she declared. “I wish I could steal those more often.” 


Izuku snorted, mostly at how casual Mina was talking about her crimes in front of a hero. 
“Probably not great for you, though,” he pointed out. “All that sugar...” 


Mina shrugged, leaning back in her seat and throwing her hands behind her head. She still had her 
hood up, though she wasn’t bothering with her mask. It wasn’t like there were many people in the 
coffee shop anyway. She replied, “Eh, I'll be fine. I’m used to eating whatever I can get my hands 
on, my stomach has definitely had worse. It’s better than half-rotten garbage, that’s for sure.” 


Izuku frowned. “You’ve eaten that?” he asked, instantly kicking himself for it. 


Mina met his eyes, clearly not that offended. “Sure,” she answered with a shrug. “Mostly when I 
was younger and couldn’t defend any actual food from the bigger, stronger kids. It sucks, and I 
threw up a lot, but it’s better than starving to death.” 


Izuku was quiet after that. He couldn’t help but be reminded of just how different his life had been 
from Mina. It was like they were from different worlds. What could they possibly have in 
common? What could he possibly understand about her life? 


Suddenly, Mina reached across the table and nudged him, snapping him out of his thoughts. When 
Izuku looked up, flushing, Mina grinned at him. “Stop zoning out on me, moron,” she said, though 
it was surprisingly affectionate. Izuku sighed, returning her smile as he fully extricated himself 
from his thoughts. 


“So,” he asked, “You didn’t hear anything about Toga getting captured? It’s been all over the news 
ever since I got back to the Underground.” 


Mina rolled her eyes. “Once again, Izuku, I literally live in a cave,” she reminded him. “It’s not like 
we get cable in the Depths. I doubt anyone down there has heard of it yet.” 


Izuku nodded thoughtfully. “Well, where do you want me to start?” he asked. 


“Give me the short version,” Mina said. She was eyeing the last pastry, a jelly bun Izuku hadn’t 
even touched, though it was sitting in front of him. She went to swipe it, but Izuku met her eyes, 
and she froze, realizing that he’d spotted her attempt. Chuckling, he slid it over to her, gesturing to 
indicate it was all hers. 


As Mina gratefully tore into the bun, Izuku explained, “Somebody clearly wasn’t too thrilled with 
the compound raid, so they grabbed Toga and left her tied up where we couldn’t possibly miss her. 
She’s in jail now.” 


Mina winced, though she had to wait until her mouth was no longer full to speak. Swallowing, she 
asked, “And you have no idea who did this?” 


Izuku shook his head. “None,” he confirmed. “I tried to interrogate her, but she just laughed at me. 
Said that I'd “find out eventually.” 


“Well, that’s ominous,” Mina mused, frowning thoughtfully. “Mezou told me about what Kugo 
said. I’ve never heard of any “Outcast Army.” 


“Neither have I,” Izuku agreed, making Mina roll her eyes. 
“That goes without saying,” she informed him. “You are, after all, a dumb abovegrounder.” 


Izuku chuckled at that, recognizing the playful tone of Mina’s voice. Unfortunately, the 
lighthearted mood didn’t last. 


A moment later, Izuku sighed, slumping against the booth’s cushioned back. “I wish I didn’t have 
to lie about this,” he admitted, voice quiet. 


Mina raised an eyebrow. “Have to lie?” she repeated. ““That’s awfully convenient. You get all the 
glory either way, after all.” 


“Tt’s the truth,” Izuku replied. 


“Tt sounds like an excuse to me. You’re the strongest hero there is, who says you have to do 
anything?” Mina shot back, clearly skeptical. 


Izuku leaned his head back, staring at the ceiling for a moment as he chuckled softly. “If only,” he 
muttered. 


Mina paused, tempted to press Izuku, but knowing that she didn’t want to attack him for it. Instead, 
she waited patiently, willing to let Izuku explain himself. 


Finally, Izuku let out a deep breath, hauling himself back up until he was fully upright again. Mina 
tried to ignore the way her eyes tracked the rippling muscles across his torso. 


“T did get glory for Toga’s capture, true,” Izuku said, voice quiet and oh so deep, “But I didn’t want 
it. Glory is...1 won’t say it’s a bad thing, but it isn’t why I do this. It never has been, and I hope to 
God it never will be. And lying to get it just feels dirty.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. Crossing her arms, she responded, “Heroics is pretty dirty, Izuku. Trust 


me, I’ve seen plenty of heroes who would gladly lie-or worse-for the kind of fame you say you 
don’t enjoy.” 


Izuku’s eyes narrowed, but he stopped before responding. Then, he sighed, “You know, I was 
about to argue...but I believe you. As much as I try to see the best in people, I know there’s some 
real scumbags in this line of work. It’s just the idealist in me talking, I guess.” 


Mina snorted at that; she’d never run into an idealist in her life...a living one, anyway. She 
pressed, “But why lie about Toga? That’s the part I still don’t get.” 


Izuku closed his eyes for a second, clearly thinking. When he opened them again, they were deep 
and somber, and they pulled Mina in like she was in a whirlpool. 


Izuku said, “If I went up there and told the truth, I would be exposing a lot of people to danger. 
When villains learn that other villains have gotten one over on the heroes, they get bolder. They try 
to one-up each other, try attacking more often and more dangerously. That gets innocent people 
hurt. My job is to stop that-to protect people. I can’t let my actions lead to more villain attacks.” 


“So you lie,” Mina said, voice flat and controlled. She couldn’t let herself get lost in Izuku’s words, 
couldn’t let herself trust him the way her body and her instincts seemed to. 


Izuku met her gaze evenly. “So I lie,” he agreed. “And I hate every second of it. I hate how dirty I 
feel about it, [ hate how it makes people look at me like I’m something more meaningful than just 
a good hero.” 


Mina snorted. “Meaningful,” she repeated. “I’m sure the Depths would agree. They hate you down 
there, you know. You’re the symbol of their oppression, of the world that doesn’t want them 
around.” 


Izuku flinched. He couldn’t help it. He had known it, on some level-being a symbol meant 
everyone was free to decide what you were a symbol of- but it still wasn’t pleasant to hear. He met 
Mina’s golden eyes, and told her, “I don’t want to be. I don’t mean anyone from the Depths any 
harm.” 


Mina snorted, though the humor didn’t reach her eyes. They glittered dangerously, something 
bright and angry making her gaze come to life. 


“Tell that to the people who lose friends and family to heroes,” she told him. “Tell that to all the 
mutants who never got a fair chance.” 


Izuku was quiet. What was he supposed to say to that? Mina’s voice was too raw, too dark to be 
speaking from anything but experience. And that wasn’t a thing Izuku could respond to. 


Thankfully, Mina seemed to realize it, too. A moment later, she decided, “You know what, let’s 
change the subject. This is supposed to distract you, isn’t it?” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “It is?” he asked curiously. 


Mina chuckled at the confused undertone in his voice. “It is,” she confirmed. “You look like you 
need the break, trust me.” 


Izuku snorted. “Well, I can’t argue with that,” he admitted. “So, what do you want to talk about 
instead?” 


Mina shrugged. “Hey, don’t look at me and my awful social skills,” she responded. “How about... 


don’t know, your mysterious love life or something?” 


Izuku shot a look at her. Mina met his gaze evenly, right up until they both burst out laughing, 
unable to contain their amusement anymore. Both tried to ignore the strange emotion in their chests 
as the topic came up. 


“You sound like a fucking tabloid journalist,” Izuku told her. “Constantly trying to figure out if I’ve 
got a secret relationship or something stupid like that. Which I don’t, for the record.” 


Mina snickered. “I don’t know, man,” she replied. “I have a hard time believing a hunk like you 
isn’t dating, like, some movie star or something.” 


Izuku rolled his eyes. They were both wearing enormous grins by now, humor infusing every 
gesture. “A plain guy like me? Never,” he said. 


Mina almost frowned. “You’re not plain,” she thought. She wanted to tell him that, but...she 
couldn't. Something was holding her back, some hesitation. It felt like telling him that would be 
crossing a line she couldn’t come back from. 


“Okay,” she said, “No love life then. How about family?” 


Izuku shrugged. “Sure, I guess,” he replied. “I grew up with my mom...but I don’t really talk to my 
dad. He’s just...not a factor in my life, I guess. My mom is the one who raised me, who did all that 
sort of stuff.” 


Mina nodded, still unsure why she cared so much. A second later, Izuku seemed to have the same 
thought, because he said, “You know, for someone who was threatening me a few weeks ago, you 
sure do seem okay with casually meeting up over coffee.” 


Mina shrugged, searching for an answer while trying to act nonchalant. “I...can’t really say,” she 
admitted. “I guess that you’re just the most interesting thing to happen to me in a while...and 
besides, you’re pretty fun to talk to. Or make fun of.” 


Izuku rolled his eyes. “Of course,” he muttered, before perking up again. “Although... what about 
your family?” 


Mina wondered why the stab of pain that ran through her chest at the thought of them was more 
muted than it usually was. “I mean, you’ve met them,” she replied. “The ones that are left, anyway. 
And Fumi is...well. You know.” 


Izuku froze. “Ah, shit,” he cursed. “Mina, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have-” 
Mina waved him off. “It’s fine, really,” she told him. “I’m doing a lot better than I was, now.” 
Looking skeptical, and relieved, Izuku asked, “Are you sure? It’s only been a few days.” 


Mina forced herself to nod, grateful that she’d managed to mostly suppress the grief that was still 
coloring her thoughts. “Yeah,” she assured him. “I...?’m used to it. I could...talk about Fumi a 
little, if you’d like.” 


Izuku blinked, clearly unconvinced by Mina’s claims that she was okay, but also sorely tempted. 
At last, he made a decision, saying, “If you’re sure...then okay. I have to admit, I didn’t really get a 
lot of detail about him...just that he was important to you.” 


Mina let out a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. Finally, she began, “He...he was. Important to 


me, I mean. He was like...well, he kind of became something like a big brother to all of us. Mezou 
was the protective one, Tsu was always supportive but a bit distant...but Fumi was there. I trusted 
him. He was the first person who ever reached out to me, not trying to use me or trick me or 
exploit me, but because he thought I needed help, and because he knew I deserved it. For a little 
girl used to being bullied and hurt by the other homeless mutants, having people protect me was... 
it felt like a dream. Suddenly, I had people who cared.” 


Mina paused, forcing herself to blink tears from her eyes. She was struggling, even after nearly six 
years had passed since those days had ended. She was back on her own, now, but this time she 
could take care of herself. She didn’t need to be protected. 


“He was...funny,” she continued after a few moments of weakness. “Or at least, the way he 
interacted with his quirk was. Fumi always tried to be so serious, even when we were only twelve 
or thirteen, but Dark Shadow was always pranking him or making jokes.” 


Izuk frowned. “Dark Shadow?” he asked, clearly confused. 


Mina grinned, even as her eyes remained somber. “His quirk. I know, it’s silly, but he named it 
when he was like five. It was a... well, a sentient shadow monster that lived in Fumi, somehow. It 
was weird. It usually did what he told it to, but...he seemed unhappy about that, sometimes. 
Especially as we got older.” 


Izuku continued to look confused about a sentient quirk, but clearly decided to worry about it later. 
Mina sighed, then said, “So...yeah. Fumi was probably the best person I’ve ever known. He had a 
knack for finding and helping people, even as a kid who was trying to survive just like the rest of 
us. Honestly...you remind me of him, in some ways.” 


“T...do?” Izuku repeated. 


Mina shrugged. “Yeah,” she said. “Fumi always got this /Jook in his eyes whenever someone 
needed help. It was like he wasn’t even thinking about what he was doing, just...protecting people 
was instinctive to him. You act the same way, sometimes. It’s half the reason I know you’re not 
like the heroes who do things just for glory.” 


Izuku couldn’t help but smile at that. The way Mina said it finally put some of his fears to rest. He 
knew, then, that she really did believe him, that she was actually willing to trust him with her story. 


“Thank you for that,” he murmured as Mina finally fell silent. Without even thinking, his hand 
moved to cover hers, resting on the table. 


Mina froze, her shoulders beginning to go tense, and Izuku’s eyes went wide. “Shit,” he thought. 


Deceptively casually, Mina’s eyes came to rest on where Izuku’s hand covered hers, hiding pink 
skin from view. She smirked lazily, belying the way her body still seemed primed to explode into 
action at any second. 


“What is it with you and trying to get your skin melted off?” she asked rhetorically. Izuku 
withdrew his hand like it was burned-which it would have been if Mina had had a little bit less self- 
control. 


“Sorry,” he said quickly, blushing red. “I didn’t mean to-” 


Once again, Mina waved him off, her shoulders slumping again as she forcibly suppressed her own 
blush. She had no idea what was wrong with her. She hated being touched, but that...she’d almost 
been okay with it! What was going on? 


“Tt’s fine,” she assured him. “No harm, no foul. Just...don’t do it again, okay? If you have to touch 
me, please just ask first.” 


Izuku nodded, “Got it,” he replied. He was busy fighting off his own confusion and conflicted 
feelings. What was wrong with him? Why couldn’t he get control of himself? 


Mina was the first to speak again. Without even acknowledging the incident, she joked, “Man, we 
are really bad at this whole “avoiding stressful topics” thing, aren’t we?” 


Izuku couldn’t help the smile that spread across his face. “I guess not,” he agreed. “But still... 
thank you for telling me about Fumikage.” 


Mina smiled back. It was somber and a little strained, but it was undeniably genuine. “Thank you 
for letting me talk about him,” she replied. “It really did help.” 


Unfortunately, Izuku didn’t get a chance to savor the warmth that response caused in his chest. As 
soon as Mina finished speaking, a loud alarm blared from his phone. Both of them immediately 
turned to look, finding a strange caller ID ringing in. 


Face grave, Izuku grabbed for it, bringing it to his ear. “Atlas here,” he said as calmly as he could 
manage. He’d already realized it was an emergency call. The hero network hadn’t been able to 
reach the earpiece he usually wore, so they’d gone to their second-and last-resort trying to reach 
him. They’d only have done that if... 


The response fulfilled his worst fears. The voice on the other end was the cool, collected tone he 
was used to from the Hero Network operators; in his frantic worry, he barely even registered 
whether the voice was male or female. 


“Atlas, there’s been a villain attack on the seventh level of the Underground,” the operator 
informed him, urgent but businesslike, without a single wasted word. “The heroes on the scene 
report that they’re outnumbered but winning, though they’ ve requested heavy-hitting backup. In 
addition, there has been significant structural damage to the cavern. A cave-in may be imminent.” 


Izuku cursed under his breath, but the operator had already hung up; they didn’t need to ask him if 
he was coming or not. Of course he was. Izuku scrambled to his feet, already sparking with green 
lightning. He turned to apologize to Mina; he didn’t want to leave without saying a word. Except... 
she wasn’t there. 


Confused, Izuku turned, only to find her beside him, mask on. “Well?” she demanded. “Stop 
standing around, moron!” 


Izuku was so confused, he forgot how to think. “W-why are you-” he began, only for Mina to bolt, 
gesturing for him to follow. He did, and they burst from the coffee shop in seconds. 


Mina barely acknowledged him as they sprinted down the street. She must have noticed Izuku’s 
utterly lost gaze on her, though, because she snapped, “Stop fucking worrying about why I’m 
coming. I am, and you can’t stop me.” 


Izuku would never even dream of doing such a thing. His mind was already running at lightspeed, 
determined to stop a disaster. A cave-in would kill dozens. Hundreds. He couldn’t let that happen. 
With Mina by his side, he stormed downwards, wreathed in green lightning. 


Far, far below even Mina and Izuku’s destination, Mezou stood in front of the worst devastation 
he’d ever seen, unsure what to do, what to even say. All around him, there was frantic movement, 


like a kicked anthill. People were running, scrambling to find loved ones, digging through the ruins 
of their lives. It was madness, and Mezou couldn’t make sense of it. 


Before him, where there had once been one of the biggest, safest, and most “civilized” parts of the 
Depths, there were only ruins. The immense circular pillar at the center of the home base of the 
most hated and feared gang in the Depths was just...destroyed. The pillar itself was destroyed. It 
had once stood like the trunk of some immense tree, a hundred feet thick, four hundred feet tall, 
festooned with rope bridges and buildings jutting from the sides or carved into the dense rock 
itself. But now it lay broken on the ground, shattered into three pieces like the body of a fallen god. 
All those houses, bridges, and people were splintered and smashed, bits of them strewn around the 
cavern in every direction. 


When Mezou had heard that the Claws had been attacked, his first reaction had been grim 
satisfaction, and perhaps even a little relief. The gang was little more than cruel brutes, extorting 
and bullying the residents of the Depths. Mutants were their favorite targets; timid, beaten-down, 
unwilling to fight back most of the time. They were the bloodiest of the gangs, and when your 
competition was the Ten Kings and the Tunnel Rats, that was saying something. Even so, their 
base had flourished into a genuine settlement, as every organization’s home did in the depths; they 
provided safety, stability, often some sort of income in exchange for loyalty. The Claws were 
criminals, but they had placed entire families under their protection, seeing it as a good way to 
ensure some sort of respect among the Depths. And it had worked-their predations were seen more 
as a fact of life down here than as a threat, at least by most. Mezou had...disagreed. Strenuously. 
He’d fought with-and worked with, when he needed to-all the gangs at some point or other, 
sometimes against each other, sometimes not, but he’d ended up on the bad side of the Claws the 
most often. He’d relished it, even; there were few enemies as satisfying to crush as them. 


And now their base had been turned to rubble in an afternoon. Mezou had needed to come see it for 
himself to truly understand how bad it was. The answer? 


Really fucking bad. He couldn’t even begin to guess at casualties, or at what it meant. 


The sound of heavy footsteps approaching from his side drew Mezou’s attention away from his 
worries. Kugo stepped up beside him, eyes and jaw set into a grim expression. 


“What are people saying about it?” Mezou asked quietly. Kugo had gone to speak to some of the 
survivors, looking for answers. He didn’t look it, but the enormous orca mutant had a way with 
people; perhaps it was the voice that felt too soft for such a large man, or the eyes that could 
radiate understanding in place of cold fury, but people talked around Kugo, in a way they just... 
didn’t with Mezou. 


Kugo shook his head, looking haggard; his injuries were clearly still affecting him, though he’d 
insisted on coming along. “None of them saw who attacked,” he said, leaning against a rough stone 
wall alongside Mezou. “The most I got out of any of them was that some massive thing swooped 
down out of nowhere and just...smashed the pillar. Ripped it apart like it was made of paper.” 


Mezou shook his head in disbelief. The power it must have taken to destroy such a colossal 
structure so easily was...terrifying. He’d only ever seen one other person who might be able to 
match that sort of destruction, and it was that damn hero Mina had dragged through his front door. 
Watching him fight, really fight, had been... 


Like watching a god swat a gnat. 


Forcing aside the remnants of the stunned awe he’d managed to hide from Izuku, Mezou asked, 
“What about the Claws?” 


Kugo shook his head. “Destroyed,” he answered softly. “Every last one of their senior leadership 
was in that town. I watched them dig out the boss himself. What was left of him, that is.” 


Mezou frowned. “All of them?’ he hissed. “That sounds...” 


“Catastrophic,” Kugo finished, nodding slightly. “The whole organization just got decapitated. 
Anyone capable of giving orders, anyone with the respect to make the rank and file follow-they’re 
dead. It looks like a surprising number of the innocents got out, but whoever did this got every 
single one of the bigwigs. There must have been a meeting or something-and the attackers knew 
about it.” 


Mezou let out a short breath. He’d known about the odd lack of casualties-there were far fewer 
bodies than there should have been after the destruction of a town this size-but the knowledge that 
the attackers had specifically been targeting the Claws only made things more confusing.” 


“Could this be the work of their rivals?” he wondered aloud. “The Ten Kings have been making 
threats-” 


“The Kings always make threats,” Kugo interrupted, shaking his head. “But they’d never do 
something like this. The Tunnel Rats wouldn’t, either. The gangs skirmish, fight each other for turf 
and the like, but none of them have the capability to destroy each other. They wouldn’t do it even if 
they could-it causes too much chaos, and chaos is bad for business. Besides, annihilating a gang 
invites someone to do it to you.” 


Mezou nodded, following the logic. Then, he said, “So, you think this is aimed at causing chaos? 
If the other gangs start moving in on the Claws while they’ re leaderless...” 


“Tt’ll cause mayhem,” Kugo agreed. “Bloody, violent mayhem. More people will die, especially 
innocents.” 


Mezou continued mulling it over. There were plenty of the sort that thrived on chaos and death 
down here-the Claws had had many of them in their ranks. Some would do something like this just 
for the fun of it...but Mezou got the feeling that there was a different aim here. Someone had done 
this for a purpose. Then, it hit him. 


Standing up straight, Mezou said, “It’1l cause chaos...unless someone steps in. That’s what this 
was, Kugo. Someone creating an opportunity to be the one people turn to for stability. Take out a 
brutal gang, stop something worse from rising in its place-people would flock to you for it.” 


Kugo nodded slowly, fixing Mezou with a strange look. “It’s possible,” he allowed. “But who 
would do that?” 


“Neo-Stainists, maybe? It would be an opportunity to build up support for another crusade like the 
League,” Mezou suggested, crossing six arms across his chest as Kugo shot him a warning look. 


“Unlikely,” the immense man growled, sounding frustrated and bitter. “We’re too fragmented for 
something like that. Every group has more loyalty to their leader than to the cause-and every leader 
has different ideas about what that cause is, if they even care anymore.” 


Kugo clearly spoke from personal experience. Perhaps that frustration was why he had shown little 
interest in rejoining a different group of Neo-Stainists. For now, he was staying with Mezou and 
Tsu-and earning Tsu’s eternal enmity for refusing to take care of himself. 


“If you ask me,” the orca mutant continued, “I can only think of one group willing to take on a 
force like the Claws.” 


Mezou raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess, you think the Outcast Army did it?” he asked. Kugo 
nodded, making the younger man sigh. 


“Kugo, we barely know anything about them,” Mezou reminded him. “And what little we do know 
suggests that they prefer to keep to themselves in the lower tunnels. Why would they-” 

“They took over my compound,” Kugo shot back. “Whatever they’ re doing, it involves expanding 
and usurping established groups. No other gang would have attacked the Claws, and this fits their 
MO-they went for the leaders. Maybe their entire plan is the same as what they did to me. Cut off 
the head of the snake, recruit the rest by promising them something better.” 


Mezou frowned. “Maybe,” he admitted. “But for now, we can’t be sure. And if the Outcasts were 
doing that, they’d have to announce that they attacked the Claws, and they haven’t.” 


“Yet,” Kugo added ominously. Mezou sighed, taking a few steps and turning his back to the great 
ruins of one of the most feared gangs in the Depths. Kugo rose as well, quickly falling in beside 
Mezou. 


“For now,” Mezou continued, softly and carefully, “We’re only sure of one thing. The Claws just 
got wiped out-and that means something big has changed.” 


Kugo nodded, eyes grim and distant. He murmured, “And I think we both know what comes next.” 


Mezou did. An attack like this meant someone was on the offensive. A war had come, and the 
Depths would be right in the middle of it. 


They were all in danger, now. 
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With Mina by his side, moving faster with her acid than he’d ever seen before, Izuku blazed 
through the Underground like a bolt of lightning. 


He wasn’t wearing his hero costume, wasn’t even supposed to be on active duty at that moment, 
but it didn’t matter. There were people in danger, and he had the power to help. 


All he had to do was reach them. 


That would be easier said than done, and both Izuku and Mina knew it. They had started out on the 
second level, but the villain fight was taking place on the seventh. The enormous elevators that 
were the main method of public transport between the levels would take far too long to cover that 
distance-the Underground was simply too vast to be traversed quickly. 


Mina pulled even with Izuku as they barreled down a street; he was swinging from stalactites with 
Black Whip, and she was running along the side of a long, low building as easily as most people 
ran down the road. If Izuku had had time to focus on that, he would have been even more amazed 
by the sheer versatility of Mina’s quirk than he usually was. 


For now, though, he only focused on her voice, somehow audible over the rush of wind and the 
blood pounding in his ears, as she said, “How are we going to get there in time? The seventh level 
is too far!” 


Izuku swallowed. He still didn’t know why Mina was coming-rushing into danger like this went 
against everything he knew about her. But he wasn’t going to complain, or argue. He took a deep 
breath, running the calculations in his head. At last, he made his decision. 


“Follow me!” he replied, shouting not out of panic, but out of sheer adrenaline and single-minded 
determination. 


“Where?” Mina shouted back, somehow managing to keep up with his pace as Izuku swung in 
midair, turning sharply down another street. In the distance, at the dead center of the second level, 


a massive, circular stone pillar glimmered with neon light. It was the vital artery of the whole 
Underground; the Musutafu Elevators. 


Izuku didn’t say anything as they blazed through city blocks. If Mina could tell what he was 
thinking, she didn’t seem inclined to share her thoughts. They reached the entrance of the Elevators 
in a blur of lightning and hissing acid. 


Honestly, their name did the Elevators a disservice; rather than small metal cubicles that could fit 
perhaps seven or eight people at maximum, each individual lift was the size of a house, capable of 
carrying nearly the same number of people as an entire subway train of the type used in nearly 
every other city in Japan. With eight of these enormous, rapid-moving lifts arranged around a vast 
circular shaft wide enough to comfortably accommodate a couple of aircraft carriers, the Elevators 
were as much of an engineering marvel as the Underground itself. The stations on the first and 
second levels drew comparisons to Grand Central Station in New York, both in size and ornate 
design. 


Not that Izuku or Mina cared. They tore through the busy nexus at top speed, drawing shouts and 
cries of alarm from those inside. Nobody tried to stop them, though; the flaring green lightning 
Izuku gave off was unmistakable, and many of the shouts turned into ones of awe and excitement, 
not outrage, as those waiting in the lines below realized who it was shooting overhead in the blink 
of an eye. Nobody paid attention to the cloaked, masked figure sliding through their midst or 
running along the walls almost as quickly as Izuku was moving. 


The Elevator operators reacted to Izuku’s sudden arrival with their legendary efficiency; even 
though he couldn’t spare the breath to alert them to what he was doing, they already knew. After 
all, heroes did it all the time. The path ahead of him was cleared of people with incredible speed. 


Izuku spotted an operator gesturing to him, pointing down a long, narrow hallway with a pair of 
enormous metal doors at the end, and flashed him a thumbs-up as he adjusted his course. Mina, 
quick on the uptake, did the same. 


At last, they came to a screeching halt before the colossal doors, which were sealed shut. Beyond 
them, Izuku knew, was nothing but a yawning void, punctuated only by the screaming rush of the 
silver lifts arranged around the outside of the shaft. In the center, though, there was empty air, for 
exactly this purpose. 


Panting a little in the few moments of strange hesitation they had been given, Mina shot Izuku a 
look. “You gonna explain to me what we’re doing here, or is this going to be a fun little guessing 
game?” she demanded, eyeing the doors suspiciously. 


Izuku may have been in a state of pure focus at that moment, but he still couldn’t resist the grin that 
crept onto his face. “Ever ridden these elevators?” he asked. 


“Sure,” Mina answered with a shrug. “They’re the fastest way to travel between the levels, 
especially if you just sneak in and ride on top of the lift. But they’re still too slow.” 


“Second-fastest,” Izuku corrected, ignoring Mina’s admission that she hitchhiked on the Elevators 
in the interest of time. 


Mina blinked. “Excuse me?” she asked 


“They’re the second-fastest way between the levels,” Izuku explained, dropping into a crouch as 
the doors began to grind open with a long, low rumble. “The fastest is the shaft itself.” 


Mina stared at him for a second as the heavy doors continued to open slowly. Then, a smile slowly 
spread across her face; Izuku could see it shining in her eyes even through her mask. 


“Let me get this straight,” Mina said, crossing her arms. “We’re about to throw ourselves into a 
pitch-black bottomless pit filled with objects moving at speeds high enough to splatter us like 
rotten tomatoes, without any protective equipment or safety tethers at all.” 


Izuku nodded. 


“Well, what are we waiting for, then?” Mina asked. “That sounds like more fun than I’ve had in 
years!” 


Izuku snorted in agreement. “Hop on,” he told her as the doors finally opened fully. 


Mina froze. “Hold on,” she replied, finally realizing why Izuku was crouched the way he was. “I’m 
not holding onto you. I can handle myself.” 


Now it was Izuku’s turn to shoot her a look. “Mina,” he said, “Even if I wasn’t the only one of us 
who could float to avoid splattering at the bottom of the shaft, I’m also going to be moving much 
faster than you could if you were sliding down the side of the shaft with your acid.” 


Mina opened her mouth, then hesitated. She knew the logic was sound, she just didn’t want to hold 
Izuku like that. Something in her threatened to make her blush at the thought. “Do I have to ride 
piggyback?” she whined. 


“Tt’s either that or being held in my arms,” Izuku retorted. “TI feel like you’d hate that one more.” 


Mina thought about it for a second, wondering why the offer was so conflicting. Then, she realized 
something. Fuck...the problem wasn’t that she’d hate being carried by Izuku like that, was it? The 
issue was that she wasn’t sure if she would hate it. 


“Piggyback it is,” she decided, hopping onto Izuku’s back and wrapping her arms and legs around 
his torso while putting every thought she’d just had into the “Do Not Think About" box. Thank 
God she was able to get back into the zone before that box exploded from being too overstuffed. 


Glad that Mina couldn’t see how he was now starting to blush, Izuku rose to his feet, striding to the 
edge of the shaft. Below, there was nothing but open void, a yawning abyss too deep to see into. 
The distant thrum of a lift rumbled through his feet, almost masking the thrill he got whenever he 
did this. Somehow, leaping into this bottomless pit never failed to get his adrenaline pumping. 
Every now and then, being a hero meant you got to do some fun shit. 


“Here we go,” Izuku said, leaping into the pit. 


Mina couldn’t help the whoop of excitement she let out as her stomach began to feel the effects of 
such an enormous drop. She was an adrenaline junkie, and she knew it. She may not get many 
opportunities to do things like this, but that just made it better. Sure, she was heading right into a 
massive fight between heroes and criminals for reasons she still couldn’t really explain to herself, 
beside a man she was determined to ignore her increasingly conflicted feelings about, but dammit, 
this was fun. 


Izuku tilted downwards, straightening out his body and slicing through the air at incredible speed. 
He turned slowly as he shot downwards, moving faster than any human was meant to move, loving 
every second of it. Shiny gray blurs-the lifts-shot past him in fractions of a second, like sentinels 
observing his progress. The rock walls were a blur, only enhancing the feeling of speed that 
overwhelmed everything else, turned even his biggest fears into distant worries, though only for a 


moment. 


And then, all too soon, it was over. Izuku spotted the illuminated symbols on the wall of the shaft 
that marked the doorways for the seventh level. One of them was already open; the Elevator 
operators had done their jobs perfectly. Izuku twisted in midair, thrusting his hands out at the open 
gateway, and Black Whip answered. Tendrils shot out, hooking onto the open doorway, acting as 
anchors. Izuku pulled himself towards the doors, suddenly turning his momentum ninety degrees. 
The g-forces that the maneuver caused certainly weren’t pleasant, but he handled them just fine. 
Mina, used to sudden, high-speed changes of direction, just yelled in excitement as Izuku used just 
a tiny boost from Float to send him sailing through the doors at speeds that turned everything into a 
blur. If the people in this station saw him, he couldn’t tell; Izuku burst through into the seventh 
level with a joyful shout. Within seconds, he was swinging again, headed towards the location of 
the fight. 


On his back, Mina leaned close to his ear and told him, “Okay, that was fucking awesome!” 
Izuku couldn’t help his grin. “I know, right?” he responded. 


Mina was beaming despite the growing nerves in the pit of her stomach. She could almost forget 
that she was doing something almost as stupid as saving Izuku’s life, all that time ago. 


What was she doing, charging towards a hero fight? She had no business being here, had no reason 
to be following Atlas around like this. And yet...she’d moved without thinking, and even now, she 
didn’t regret it. All she could do in the moment was absolutely refuse to be left behind. 


By the time Mina had managed to get back into a better frame of mind, the sounds of a hero fight 
were audible. They were coming from a street right along the very edge of this cavern; small, dingy 
homes were crowded close together here, in the lowest, poorest areas of the Underground proper. 
Of course, by Depths standards, the people here were fabulously wealthy...but that wasn’t saying 
much. 


Izuku and Mina swooped down, ready to join in, but Izuku hesitated as he closed in. Seeing what 
Izuku had already seen, Mina leaned in close again and said, “Looks like you weren’t needed, after 
all.” 


Izuku grunted, setting them down on a nearby rooftop. Sure enough, the fight seemed to be more or 
less wrapped up; several villains were down and handcuffed, with various bruises, cuts, and other 
injuries, with battered but victorious heroes standing over them. Two of the villains had no visible 
indications of their quirks, but the third was enormous, barely restrained and thrashing helplessly. 
His muscles bulged, his beady dark eyes filled with hate; his body was misshapen and lumpy, his 
sagging, scrunched skin an odd off-blue. In places, it seemed to be ripped, revealing red muscle 
beneath. 


A little ways away, a blond hero with a smug look on his face was standing, surrounded by a crowd 
of adoring civilians. His costume was ornate, though scuffed and ripped here and there. He seemed 
to be basking in the attention from the people around him, ignoring the injuries his comrades had 
suffered. 


“Never fear, civilians!” the hero crowed, soaking up the applause and thankful words from those 
he had saved. “As long as Magnificent is here to protect you, no villain will ever threaten you!” 


Mina raised an eyebrow, turning to Izuku. “Magnificent?” she repeated incredulously. “Well, at 
least he’s humble.” 


Izuku shook his head, but otherwise didn’t reply. He hadn’t moved yet; perhaps he was still trying 
to decide what to do. It was clear to both of them that they weren’t needed here. 


Neither of them noticed the deep, ominous cracks slowly beginning to spread across the ceiling 
above, just at the join where the cavern wall and the ceiling met. 


“Then again, I’m talking to someone named Atlas,” Mina continued thoughtfully, tapping her chin. 
“Maybe all you heroes are just full of yourselves. I mean, all your names just reek of self- 
importance.” 


“Some villains use aliases too,” Izuku pointed out, though his eyes still didn’t shift from the scene 
below. He seemed to be upset by something, though Mina wasn’t entirely sure what. She was 
pissed about the scene below too, yes, but she doubted it was for the same reasons as Izuku. 


“Yeah, the ones who are also full of themselves,” Mina shot back. “I just don’t see the point of 
using made-up names to sound cool. It just feels... fake. It’s a good cover for what heroes actually 
do, though.” 


“And that is?” Izuku asked. 


Mina gestured at the beaten villains. “Hurting anyone who doesn’t fit in your pretty little world, 
that’s what.” 


Izuku finally turned, raising an eyebrow. He asked, “Would you prefer villains be allowed to run 
rampant?” 


“T would prefer if you stopped acting like everyone who commits a crime is irredeemable-or even 
in the wrong,” Mina hissed, gritting her teeth. “Besides, you can’t tell me that they deserve to be 
treated like that.” 


She once again pointed down at the scene below, where two of the villains weren’t even moving, 
and the third was still struggling viciously, making life extremely difficult for the heroes trying to 
keep them in cuffs until the police arrived. As she watched, one of the heroes drove a fist into the 
struggling villain’s gut, forcing him to double over in pain. Meanwhile, Magnificent continued 
hogging every bit of glory he could, soaking up the admiration and gratitude of the people he had 
saved. Mina was used to scenes like this, and it still left a bad taste in her mouth. 


What she wasn’t used to was Izuku sighing, then agreeing, “You’re right.” 


Mina turned to stare at him, surprised. “Really?” she asked. “I thought you would be defending 
those heroes with every breath.” 


Izuku shook his head. “I know damn well there’s plenty of rotten apples in this line of work,” he 
admitted. “And I know how badly villains get treated sometimes. I’m not blind.” 


Mina blinked, but frustration was still boiling in her gut. There was too much in her memory for her 
to do anything else. “Maybe you aren’t blind, and maybe you try to be better than these heroes,” 
she said, “But the saying is, a rotten apple spoils the bunch.” 


Izuku sighed again, then turned away. Mina didn’t feel bad for saying what she had said...even if 
she knew it probably wasn’t the best time for it. 


When he spoke again, Izuku seemed to agree. He told her, “You’re wrong. Not about the saying, 
about our names.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. “Hero names are a lie,” she said. “You try to pretend you’re better than 
the rest of us, that a nice costume and flashy powers make you more than human. But you aren’t. 
You’re as rotten as everyone else.” 


Izuku remained facing away from her, towards the sheer cliff that was the cavern wall. 


Softly, he agreed, “You’re right. We are human. But that doesn’t make us rotten. It doesn’t make 
anyone rotten. And our names...they aren’t a lie. They’re a reminder.” 


“What sort of reminder?” Mina asked, raising an eyebrow, arms crossed. She refused to let Izuku’s 
soft, deep, lovely voice suck her in this time. She would not be convinced. Her whole life, she’d 
known that heroes were evil, and that just about everyone around her was, too. She didn’t care 
much for the distinctions; they’d all kill you just as dead. 


“A reminder that we can be more,” Izuku answered, his voice achingly quiet, yet ringing with 
strength. “A promise to ourselves that we can live up to the things we aspire to be. A promise to 
the people who believe in us.” 


Mina barely managed to avoid scoffing. Typical soft abovegrounder speak. And yet...instead of 
dismissing Izuku’s words out of hand, she found herself asking, “Is that how you got your name?” 


Izuku looked back at her once more, and she found that he was smiling, just a little. “Not quite,” he 
said cryptically. 


Narrowing her eyes, Mina opened her mouth to reply. But before she could, there were screams 
from the street below, followed by a terrifying roar. 


Instantly, Izuku and Mina’s attention focused in on the scene below. Somehow, the enormous, 
ripped-up villain had thrown off both the heroes trying to restrain him, then managed to snap the 
quirk-suppressing cuffs right off his wrists. With an inhumanly loud shout, he charged forwards, 
neglecting his unconscious comrades, bloodshot eyes locked on his target. 


The crowd screamed as the mutant plowed through them, stampeding away as he made a beeline 
right for Magnificent. The blond hero cried out as a massive blue-skinned hand closed around him, 
carrying him along as the villain continued rushing forward at top speed, before finally slamming 
into the cavern wall, hard enough that the crack of shattering bone was audible to everyone 
watching. 


With his body broken and twisted, Magnificent was choking up blood as the mutant squeezed 
tighter, smiling through torn-up lips, beady black eyes glinting with deadly intent. 


“For the Outcasts!” he shouted, loud enough to be heard even by Izuku and Mina. “For the Boss!” 
Izuku’s blood ran cold, and Mina’s eyes went wide. Jmpossible. 


The mutant raised his fist, skin hanging loosely from his body, revealing gruesome rips and tears 
that exposed muscle, yet didn’t seem to bother him at all. Before he could bring it down, though, 
something worse happened. 


There was a loud, awful noise, like a gunshot mixed with the spine-chilling sound of grinding rock, 
like nails on a chalkboard, but a thousand times louder. Shaken by the mutant’s charge, cracks shot 
up the wall and into the ceiling of the cavern. 


And then the ceiling began to cave in. 


Mina stumbled back in blind panic as rock and earth began to rain down. Instincts earned by long 
years of surviving in the Depths screamed at her, demanding that she run. She knew that death, as 
any underworlder did; tunnel collapses and cave-ins were common in the Depths. And they were 
an awful way to die; whether you were crushed by falling rocks, suffocated by earth, or left to 
bleed out or even starve to death under enormous weights you could never hope to move. 


But even though Mina’s heart shattered as she watched dozens of people die, her instincts dragged 
her in the opposite direction. Screams of terror filled the air as the ceiling crumpled, falling down 
in chunks the size of cars. There was nothing she could do for those poor souls now; all she could 
do, she thought, was get away, lest she join them. 


“Come on, Izuku,” she cried, knowing his heroic heart would balk at the thought of failing to help. 
“We need to-“ 


He was gone. Mina began to panic; where the hell had that moron gotten himself to? Then, she saw 
him, and her jaw dropped. 


As soon as the first earth-shaking crack had erupted, Izuku had bolted, just like any underworlder 
worth their salt would. But where they ran away, Izuku ran towards the falling avalanche, leaping 
from the roof and towards the screaming crowd in an instant, a blur of green lightning and 
overwhelming power. He reached the edge of the cavern, where the ceiling was coming down, 
rock and dirt pouring down around him. Smaller rocks and clods of earth continued to pour down 
around him, some hitting the buildings across the street, crumpling and destroying. But then, with 
a mighty cracking noise, the true danger revealed itself. 


A truly gargantuan piece of the ceiling tore itself free, plummeting towards the ground below. It 
spelled doom for every building and person nearby, hundreds of souls, some who didn’t even 
know it was coming. It filled the air as it came crashing towards the ground, a two-hundred-foot- 
long piece of pure dense stone, as heavy as a mountain, as fast as a bullet. 


And then, just before the boulder struck the ground, Izuku caught it. 


Mina watched, dumbfounded, awed, and more than a little terrified, as the immense shard of rock 
struck Izuku’s immensely broad shoulders and upraised palms, and instead of crushing him flat like 
it would have done to anyone else, it bounced, as if striking unyielding stone. Before it could move 
again, Izuku’s arms snapped outwards, arms like pillars pinning the vast rock into place, balancing 
it across his back and hands. His body was a whirling storm of lightning, a dark form outlined by 
thunderous power. In the few feet of space between the ground and the falling sky, a new sun rose. 


The sheer weight pressing down on Izuku was unimaginable; thousands of tons of earth bore down 
on the top of the jagged, titanic rock as more of the ceiling collapse was prevented from falling, 
held in place by one man. The roughly triangular boulder acted almost like a plug, holding even 
more debris back from collapsing. It strained every muscle in Izuku’s body, just holding the thing; 
Mina could see every individual piece of him, stretched to the breaking point, pushed beyond the 
limits of human endurance, of sanity, of physics itself. 


But still, Izuku held. The weight forced him down, hunching him over, dropping to him one knee. 
For a heart-stopping second, Mina thought it was too much, that it was all for nothing. She was 
convinced that that avalanche of deadly earth would crush Izuku, mock his desperate attempt to 
resist nature itself. 


It so very nearly did. But it couldn’t. Izuku grunted, then roared, crackling lightning lancing 
through his body, filling the air around him, and somehow, impossibly, he pushed. A thousand 
thousand tons of stone above him, and he pushed it up. The boulder rose, inch by agonizing inch, 


until it could rise no more. Izuku stood, hunched by the burden, pinned in place, unable to move... 
but he held. By sheer force of will, he reversed the collapse, stopped it in its tracks. Those who 
would have been crushed by the boulder didn’t even try to flee; many of them couldn’t, pinned by 
smaller rocks, or injured, or simply struck dumb by the sheer madness of what they were seeing. 
Mina could only stare in unashamed awe, along with the whole street. They stared, not at a hero, 
but at a man out of legend; Atlas, holding up the world. 


And at last, Mina had her answer. She knew why Izuku Midoriya had chosen his hero name. 


Standing there, watching a man live up to his name, Mina truly understood what a hero was for 
the first time. A hero was someone who could do this, could listen to the laws of the universe 
dictate death and destruction, and refuse to accept it, and bend the world to their will. 


At last, the collapse seemed stable; the key word being seemed. Mina knew from experience that it 
was probably close to collapsing still...but for the moment, Izuku had saved hundreds of people 
from the worst possible death she could imagine. But it wasn’t enough. The jagged, misshapen 
boulder had managed to trap countless people beneath it, many of them stunned and hurt, unable to 
escape. They were alive, but only for as long as Izuku could hold out. 


“He can’t help them,” Mina realized, “there isn’t enough room under the boulder for them all to 
get out...and there’s no way he can hold it forever.” 


Before Mina had even finished the thought, she was moving, leaping from the rooftop onto the 
shattered street below. She didn’t know why, didn’t know how she managed to move so quickly, 
or duck so precisely into a slide, acid already saturating the fabric of her undersuit to slot her 
through the impossibly narrow gap between the rock and the street beneath it. Her body moved 
without thinking. 


But it moved, and then Mina was next to Izuku as he bore the weight of the world. She had to 
squint when she looked at him; she kept half-expecting to turn to ash just from being this close to 
him. But the lightning didn’t touch her. It curled around her, washed over her like a warm caress, 
welcoming and gentle. It felt safe. 


Izuku raised his head ever so slightly, still trembling under the weight of the boulder. He stared at 
her with an expression that might have been surprise. 


“M-Mina?” he grunted, clearly distracted. “Why are you-” 


“Never mind that,” Mina interrupted, watching his momentary shift of attention cause a grinding 
wobble in the rock above them. “Save your breath. Tell me how I can help, Izuku.” 


Izuku hesitated; Mina wasn’t sure why. He began, “Are you sure-” 


Once again, Mina interrupted him. With more fervor in her voice than she recalled ever having 
before, she snapped, “Yes, I’m sure, Izuku. I won’t let you do this alone. You can’t do this alone.” 


Izuku chuckled, though it came out more as a dry huff; his face was very pale, with sweat leaving 
tracks in the gritty dust that was rapidly filling the air. “Okay,” he decided. “Get the people trapped 
under here to safety, Mina. After that, I can...put this down.” 


Mina nodded. She opened her mouth to say something, but couldn’t find the words. What could 
she possibly say to a man like this? What made her, a thief in way over her head, worthy to try and 
encourage Izuku while he single-handedly held up the sky? So instead, she turned, creeping 
through the low, dusty space under the boulder, looking for people who needed help. 


After a few moments of fumbling in the near dark-the collapse had done something to knock out 
the nearby lights-Mina got frustrated. There was no time to think, no time to second-guess herself; 
she ripped off her mask and kept going. Her hood would have to keep her identity safe. 


She found the first victim not long after that. A woman and her young daughter lay in the fetal 
position, curled up and trembling. At first, Mina thought they were just too scared to move; then, 
she saw the heavy rock that had landed on the woman’s foot, pinning her to the ground. 


The woman and her daughter watched Mina with wide eyes as she emerged from the thick, choking 
dust and laid a hand on the rubble trapping them. 


“Are you a hero?” the young girl whispered, looking at Mina with wide eyes that weren’t nearly as 
terrified as they should have been. 


Mina hesitated, and she wasn’t quite sure why. It didn’t matter, and she knew it...but something in 
her balked at the idea of taking the awed shine from that girl’s eyes. 


So, instead, she lied, “Yes. Here, stand back a bit. I’m going to get you out of here, I promise.” 


Acid bubbled up through her gloves, hissing as it ate into the rock. It took less than a minute for 
the woman to be freed. There wasn’t enough room for her to stand up all the way as Mina helped 
her and her daughter to her feet; when Mina gestured towards the thin slice of light that must be the 
edge of the collapse, they began to crawl towards it, shooting grateful looks back at Mina. 


She turned, heading back into the center of the collapse, searching for others. It was hard, dirty, 
dangerous work; the unsteady boulder was creaking overhead, clearly unstable. It yearned to 
complete its fall, wanted nothing more than to crush them all to death, only barely held in check by 
Izuku’s sheer defiance. He was a guiding star in the hazy madness Mina found herself in; the green 
light he gave off was like a lighthouse steering ships in the night, letting her orient herself. 


Mina lost track of how long she spent beneath that damn boulder; her whole being was focused on 
the search, on helping every single person she possibly could. In some distant corner of her mind, 
she wondered if this was how heroes felt. She found people in all sorts of conditions; unhurt but 
stunned, reeling, lost, terrified, calm, horribly injured, and more. One by one, she steered them to 
the edge of the collapse, getting them to safety. She could hear sirens in the distance; she hoped 
that people outside were being evacuated. 


As she kept searching, Mina came across something that made her stop in her tracks. As she 
worked to free a barely-conscious man from the rocks that had pinned him down, a raspy voice 
told her, “Make sure you don’t jostle him too much.” 


Startled, Mina looked up to find the blond hair and gray eyes of Magnificent staring back at her. 
He nodded respectfully, though she couldn’t quite return the favor; she was too busy staring. The 
man’s body was a mess of injuries and broken bones; his limbs looked twisted, his skin was far too 
pale, and his costume was in tatters. And yet, he doggedly dragged himself forwards, grim 
determination in his eyes. He seemed unwilling to head to safety-not while there were still people 
in need of help. He reached forwards, helping clear away the last of the debris atop the man Mina 
was helping. Then, he told her, “I'll get him to safety. You keep looking.” 


Mina was so stunned to see the man, the only thing she could blurt out was, “W-what about the 
guy who-” 


Understanding her meaning, Magnificent made a strange gesture that might have been a shrug, if 
his body wasn’t so damaged. “He bolted as soon as the roof came down,” the hero answered. “Last 


I saw, he was digging people out, too. Right now, saving lives is the priority.” 


With that, the horrifically injured hero, who must have been running on little more than adrenaline, 
began hauling the man towards the edge of the collapse. Mina watched him go, an odd feeling in 
her gut. It was easy to forget, sometimes, that nobody-hero or villain-was as simple as they 
appeared. 


Mina kept working, kept pushing herself to find every last person she could. She used her quirk 
more than she had in years, pushing to the point where her gloves began to hiss and fall apart, and 
her fingers were stinging fiercely. She ignored it. 


At last, she could find no more victims beneath the enormous boulder. Feeling exposed without her 
gloves or mask on, but unable to care, she crept back towards the center, where that steady green 
light still shone. As she got close, though, it flickered, and something in the pit of her stomach 
clenched. 


Mina reached Izuku as quickly as she could, and found him on the verge of collapse. He’d held the 
boulder up for what must have been close to half an hour, and the strain was obvious on his face. 
He was pale and sweaty, his eyes were shut tightly, and he was shaking as he forced more and 
more power out of his body. And yet, he kept holding. He had pushed so far beyond what should 
have been humanly possible-so far beyond what even his immense strength should have been 
capable of-and yet he still stood. 


Izuku barely reacted beyond a groan when Mina laid a hand on his arm. “Izuku,” she told him, 
softly, gently. “You did it. We got everyone out. You can set it down now.” 


Izuku let out something that might have been a whine, or a gasp for air. After a second spent trying 
to gather his strength, he said, “Thank you, Mina. I knew you could do it.” 


Warmth surged in Mina’s chest, and she couldn’t help her smile as she answered, “You’re the one 
who saved everyone. I didn’t do much.” 


Izuku looked like he wanted to say something in response to that, but he knew better than to get 
into a back-and-forth in a situation that was still so dangerous. Looking around through settling 
dust, he saw the lights of emergency vehicles backing off; clearly, they had realized that the 
boulder could be allowed to settle now. Slowly, gingerly, Izuku shifted his feet, taking gradual 
steps toward the edge. Mina followed, still hushed by the scale of the creaking weight above them. 
Bit by bit, the far edge of the boulder dipped down toward the ground as Izuku got closer to the 
edge, shifting the weight gradually to avoid any surprises. Step after step let them creep closer and 
closer to freedom; Izuku didn’t speak, and the only noises he made were strained grunts that 
showed just how taxing his feat had been. 


At last, Izuku reached the edge, letting Mina duck past him. The boulder was mostly on the 
ground, now; he carefully lowered it down, shedding the last of the weight and allowing it to 
finally come to rest. The gradual descent allowed the rest of the collapse to settle harmlessly, 
preventing further damage. 


As Izuku finally set down his burden, Mina studied the crowds being held back by the first 
responders. She saw the people she’d helped, many of them hurt; few seemed to even be watching 
them anymore, as emergency personnel swarmed the site, turning the whole street into a chaotic 
whirl of activity. She spotted Magnificent, being loaded into an ambulance-it seemed that his 
injuries had finally caught up with him. He didn’t look smug or arrogant; he just looked exhausted, 
in pain, and grimly satisfied at a job well done despite it all. Mina saw the other heroes, also 
receiving treatment, or else still hard at work assisting first responders. She didn’t see the villains-it 


seemed the mutant had slipped away with his comrades in the confusion. Mina had to admit, she 
felt pretty happy about that-well aside from the fact that the mutant villain had apparently tried to 
help in the aftermath of the collapse, she couldn’t help but be thankful that a few people like her 
had had a happy ending today. 


Mina finally turned, spotting Izuku standing beside the boulder he’d held for so long. There was no 
lightning around him, and he looked exhausted, coated in dust and sweat. Whatever superhuman 
aura he’d radiated as he stopped the sky from falling was gone-and yet, Mina still couldn’t look 
away. She put a hand on his arm as he took long, deep breaths, swaying a little. 


“Are you okay?” she asked, worried; Izuku looked like he might collapse at any second. 


Izuku looked up, meeting her eyes, and the warmth in Mina’s chest grew stronger. “Y-yeah, ’'m 
fine,” he muttered, still swaying; his arms slumped down to his sides, still shaking. “That was... 
heavy.” 


Mina snorted at the understatement. “That was...the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen, Izuku,” 
she murmured, still in shock. Izuku smiled at her, but Mina barely noticed as she began to lose 
herself in her thoughts. Why was she being so honest? Somehow, every wall she’d built, every 
restraint she’d put on her emotions...they were all crumbling. Something about Izuku was shaking 
her to her core, turning her into a jumble of emotions she simply wasn’t equipped to make sense of. 
And that scared her more than the collapse had. 


In addition, alongside the wonder Mina felt at watching something so impossible firsthand, there 
was...something else. Something much darker, much sharper, eating at her like a starving animal. 
It wasn’t aimed at Izuku-it was aimed at herself. It demanded to know why a man like this had 
dedicated her life to making sure people like her never saw the sun. Because if heroes really were 
real... 


What did that make her? 
Mina forced the thought away. Not here. She couldn’t look weak, not now. Not in front of Izuku. 


Her attempt to avoid her own mind was aided a moment later, when Izuku took a step away from 
the fallen boulder, only for it to turn into more of a stagger. Only Mina’s hand wrapping around his 
shoulder, hauling him back, kept him from keeling over. 


Mina stepped forwards too, making sure Izuku’s weary shaking wouldn’t make him fall. “Fine?” 
she repeated incredulously. “You look like you’re about to pass out!” 


Izuku hissed a little as he managed to take another step, leaning gratefully on Mina. She slowly 
guided him away from the pandemonium of the street. Nobody stopped them; in street clothes, 
without lightning sparking off his body or a smile on his face, Izuku wasn’t noticeable enough to 
distract anyone from what they were doing. Maybe he would have normally stuck around to help- 
but Mina was right. 


Grudgingly, Izuku admitted, “Okay, maybe I pushed it a little. At least I didn’t break any bones this 
time.” 


“This time?” Mina hissed incredulously. “How often do you fucking break your bones?” 


Izuku shrugged. “Not that much anymore,” he replied. “But...in high school? A Jot. Like, every 
week. I’m pretty sure the school nurse still holds a grudge.” 


Mina shook her head in disbelief, wondering if punching a man who had probably just strained 


every muscle in his body was a bad idea or not. She drew Izuku’s arm around her shoulders, 
helping him walk. It was the most contact she’d ever had with him-and she didn’t hate it. That also 
scared her. 


What the fuck was going on with her? 


With Mina’s help, Izuku slowly made his way further down the street, away from the chaos around 
the site of the collapse. He didn’t try to argue or go back-he knew he’d done all he could. Besides, 
he didn’t want to risk Mina’s safety by sticking around an area crawling with heroes. 


They walked in surprisingly comfortable silence for a while, until Mina finally turned down a 
small alley, letting Izuku tenderly lower himself to the ground. With his back leaned against the 
alley wall and his legs splayed out in front of him, he let out a heavy sigh. Mina slipped down 
beside him, leaving barely any space between them. She seemed almost as exhausted as he was. 


“Do you people do that every day?” she asked, still breathing deeply. “You’re all insane.” 


Izuku turned to look at her with curious eyes. Mina had willingly followed him into a fight she had 
no stake in. Without even hesitating, she had thrown herself into danger to help other people, an act 
that must have gone against every instinct in her body. And she barely even seemed to care. Izuku 
wanted to know why. 


He asked, “Mina...is it okay if I ask you something?” 
Mina shrugged. “Shoot,” she replied, not meeting his eyes. 


Izuku hesitated for a moment, trying to figure out what to say. At last, he asked, ““Why did you 
come with me?” 


Mina didn’t answer. Not at first, at least. It took several long minutes of silence before she leaned 
her head back against the stone and quietly admitted, “I don’t know.” 


Izuku blinked. He hadn’t been expecting that. He asked, “What do you mean by that?” 


Mina turned to face him, gold eyes glittering oddly. Sharply, she told him, “It means that I don’t 
know, Izuku. It’s not like I usually follow heroes into insanely dangerous situations that I don’t 
have any reason to be involved in.” 


“And yet, today you did,” Izuku said. 
Mina nodded as she agreed, “And today, I did.” 


She sighed, staring up at the rock above them. Outside, there were loud alarms and panicked 
voices as word of the collapse began to spread; in here, there was nothing but peaceful quiet. They 
were alone, in the middle of the city. 


Eventually, Mina said, “I...really don’t know what to tell you, Izuku. I honestly don’t know why I 
came with you. Maybe I reacted to the thought that there was a cave-in or something. Or maybe it 
was just-” 

Suddenly, Mina stopped, cutting herself off mid-sentence. She had been about to say, “Because I 
wanted to make sure you were safe.” But something inside her balked at the thought of admitting 
that. It felt like...well, like she wasn’t ready to say that yet. It suggested...something. Whatever it 
was, she was too scared to say the words out loud. 


Seemingly oblivious to Mina’s hesitation, Izuku smiled. “You know, at the end of the day, it 


doesn’t matter why you did what you did,” he told her. “Whatever the reason, you saved a lot of 
people today. So...thank you. Sincerely.” 


Mina felt herself blushing a little. “I barely did anything,” she insisted. “You were the one who 
actually saved them. You caught the boulder.” 


Izuku shook his head. “And you were the one who helped people escape,” he countered. “Without 
you, everything I did would have been for nothing. Those people owe their lives to you, Mina.” 


Mina looked away. Something about the way Izuku said her name was...it felt bright, in a way she 
barely knew. Her fists clenched in her lap, clutching big handfuls of her cloak. 


“T...thank you, Izuku,” she eventually muttered, trying desperately to maintain control of the storm 
raging in her mind. What was wrong with her? Why did she feel like this? 


A moment later, Izuku sighed, only for it to turn into a desperate yawn. Mina could see the 
exhaustion in every line of his body. She felt it too, though not nearly as bad. 


“You know what?” Izuku yawned. “I think I’m just gonna...nap for a while. Yeah...that sounds 
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A moment later, Izuku’s body seemed to relax, his head lolling to the side. Mina realized he’d 
finally passed out. Honestly, she couldn’t blame him, not after what he’d done. 


She didn’t feel like moving quite yet, not while she was still tired, too. So for a while, she just lay 
there, enjoying the quiet, basking in the safety she still felt whenever she was near Izuku. Why was 
that, anyway? Being around him was probably more dangerous for a thief like her than being in the 
Depths. And yet, here she was, sure that as long as she was near him, all was right in the world. 


Mina was jarred from her thoughts by a rumbling sound. She whipped her head around, searching 
for the source of the noise; eventually, she found it in Izuku’s pocket. Pulling out his phone, she 
found the screen glowing, displaying a text from someone named...Ejiro? Oh, right, that was what 
Izuku called Red Riot. 


“Where are you, bro?” the text read. A moment later, the phone dinged again, and another text 
popped up. This one said, “J saw the news about that cave-in on the seventh level. Was it your 
fault?” Finally, after more time passed without a response, the third and final text arrived: 
“Alright, that’s it. Where are you?” 


Mina thought for a moment. Honestly, it was probably a bad idea for Izuku to be taking a nap in 
some random alley. It would be better if his friend came and got him. After a moment of fiddling 
on Izuku’s phone, she figured out how to send their location to Ejiro. The phone dinged one last 
time. Confident that Izuku’s friend had seen it, she reached back down to give Izuku’s phone back. 
As she did so, she couldn’t help but admire his peaceful, sleeping face. Even covered in dirt and 
grime, he was easy on the eyes. Cute freckles, deep, soothing eyes, lips she idly imagined kissing- 
wait a second. 


Oh. Oh no. 
That was what all these weird feelings were. Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. 


Mina bolted to her feet, eyes wide as heat suddenly flooded her. Things came together in an instant. 
Her willingness to touch him. Her blushing. The odd warmth she felt around him, the way he 
managed to bypass years of self-control with ease, the way she wanted to keep him safe- 


“T’m crushing on the Number One Hero,” Mina realized numbly. “/’m so fucking doomed.” 


Mina could feel her heartbeat picking up. Her mouth was going dry. How the fuck had this 
happened? More importantly, how had she not realized until the single worst possible moment? 
Sure, she’d never actually had a crush before, let alone fallen in love, but still. 


Mina barely even spared a thought for whether Izuku might return it. Of course he wouldn’t. He 
was a living legend, the Number One Hero, one of the most famous men in the entire country. And 
she was, well, nobody. Worse, a mutant nobody. She had no right to him, and no interest, either. 
Absolutely not. Anyone who loved Izuku would have to navigate a world of fame and glamor, of 
press attention and a constant spotlight on every action. Mina was a fucking criminal. No way in 
hell would he be interested in someone as unsuited for him as Mina was. Besides, she was hard, 
angry, and jaded as hell, and she knew it. Why would someone like Izuku be interested in her? She 
didn’t even look human! 


And yet...some part of Mina’s brain spat at every objection she could come up with. Something in 
her didn’t care if it was impossible, refused to accept reality. It chose him, and damn the rest of it. 


That was the part that scared her the most, because she knew she might not be able to argue against 
it. 


Refusing to look at Izuku at all now, Mina took a few shaky steps away, leaving his phone resting 
on his chest. She brushed away the guilt of running away; she was a thief, it was what she did. She 
ran away from everything, eventually. She needed to leave now, before this got any worse. 


But somehow, she knew it wouldn’t work. She would be drawn back, sooner or later. She would 
find him again. Mina had gotten the finiest taste of what it might be like to not be alone, and now 
she was an addict. Hadn’t her actions today proven that? When Izuku had tried to leave her, to 
return to his world, where heroes were good and people cared, she had come anyway. She had 
willingly charged into a hero fight, because of him. 


Despite it all, though, Mina realized that she didn’t actually know what to do. She had zero 
experience with crushes and relationships and all the rest of it. She’d barely given it any thought 
for years; romance wasn’t exactly a pressing issue while you were fighting to survive. 


So, there was only one thing to do. She would run away from one person, right back to someone 
she’d abandoned a long time ago. She needed advice, or support, or...or something. She really, 
really needed to get her shit together...and there was only one person Mina knew who actually had 
their shit together. 


Mina turned her back on Izuku, and took a running start at the opposite wall. Her hands stung a 
little as acid coated them, but she couldn’t bother caring. She scaled the wall in seconds, and 
rapidly began sprinting away. She had to get back to the Depths, now. 


She really, really needed to talk to Tsu. 
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Izuku groaned as he slowly returned to consciousness. Everything hurt; his muscles felt like he had 
become a single giant bruise, stiff and painful. His limbs felt like lead weights. And to top it all off, 
the golden eyes he’d been dreaming of were gone, replaced by a shark-toothed grin and a shock of 
red hair. 


“Why is it,” Ejiro asked, looking far too amused, “That every time I let you out of my sight, you 
end up unconscious in an alley?” 


Izuku squinted, slowly sitting up despite the protests of his muscles. Slowly, the memory of what 
had happened returned to him. The desperate jump down the elevator shaft. A collapsing roof. 
Mina huddled next to him. She was gone now, but he honestly wasn’t surprised-the heroes had 
probably scared her off. And that was good, not least because Izuku was starting to worry about 
how his self-control always seemed to break down around Mina 


As he rubbed at his eyes, almost by instinct, he told Ejiro, “Hey, at least I’m not dying of blood 
loss this time.” 


Ejiro snorted, though he didn’t look particularly amused by the memory. He reached out with a 
hand, and Izuku took it gratefully. With a grunt, Ejiro hauled him to his feet. 


“So,” Ejiro said, “getting the glory for Toga’s capture wasn’t enough for you? You had to go and 
hold up an entire cavern too?” 


Izuku winced. “God, don’t tell me that’s plastered all over the news now, too,” he groaned. 


Ejiro shook his head. “‘Nah,” he replied. “As far as I can tell, the way you showed up meant not a 
lot of people noticed it was you. Maybe they’ll figure it out-but for now, the media are more 
interested in what caused the collapse than who stopped it.” 


Izuku sighed in relief-then paused, turning to squint at Ejiro. “Hang on, how did you know it was 


me, then?” he asked suspiciously. 


Rolling his eyes, Ejiro replied, “Oh, please. I saw somebody do something insane, stupid, and 
unbelievably heroic, and I knew instantly you were involved. I’d tell you just how risky it was, but 
I get the feeling you know that already.” 


Izuku nodded, a little guilty. He was well aware of his tendency to neglect his own safety and take 
wild, stupid risks-the scars that criscrossed his twisted, damaged arms were proof enough of that. 
But it wasn’t like Ejiro was any better; if anything, because he could avoid damage much more 
easily, his self-preservation instincts were far worse, and he knew it. 


Ejiro met his eyes, and Izuku could tell his thoughts were more serious than he was letting on. The 
redhead hesitated for a second, but after Izuku’s gesture to get on with it, he took a deep breath and 
said, “Look, man, you’re really starting to worry me. Between hiding stuff, looking distracted 
constantly, pulling stunts like this, and the injuries you showed up with the other day...is 
everything okay?” 


Ejiro’s tone packed extra worry into every word; his concern was plain in every line of his face. 
Izuku cringed internally; he trusted Ejiro, he really did. For years and years, the two of them had 
moved in perfect sync, hiding nothing, trusting each other utterly. But now... 


Whenever Izuku thought about Mina, some part of him feared just how protective he had become 
of her, just how much her presence could brighten his life. It was like she filled a space in his chest 
he hadn’t even known was empty-and now that she was there, he didn’t think she would ever 
leave. 


Somewhere in his brain, Izuku knew what he was feeling, could put a name to the feelings that left 
him breathless just from Mina standing beside him. But he didn’t dare admit it-not to Ejiro, not 
even to himself. To do so would be admitting things he wasn’t ready to admit. Not yet. Not now. 


So instead, Izuku met Ejiro’s eye, smiled weakly, and said, “Everything’s fine, Ejiro. I promise.” 


Ejiro raised an eyebrow, but didn’t seem willing to challenge him on it-yet. He replied, “Alright 
then. You still owe me that explanation for where you went during the Toga mess, though.” 


Izuku nodded, tamping down his internal panic. He still wasn’t sure how he was going to explain, 
well, any of that. But that was a problem for later. 


In a half-joking voice, Ejiro added, “Listen, if all this is because you’ ve got, like, a secret girlfriend 
or something, then I understand-” 


Izuku barely fought back a splutter of disbelief. Somehow, when Ejiro said that, his mind, already 
filled with thoughts of Mina, had conjured up the image of, well...wait, was he actually 
considering that? 


Shit. 


Wrestling the part of himself now screaming in panic into a locked closet, Izuku managed to 
chuckle softly, shaking his head. 


“Of course that’s where your brain goes,” he teased, earning a corresponding smirk from his best 
friend. 


“Absolutely,” Ejiro agreed. “But I’m just saying, I get it. But don’t keep them a secret too long, 
alright? I still have to give them the shovel talk-” 


Izuku’s eyes went wide, and he scrambled to interrupt, to tell Ejiro that he didn’t have some secret 
relationship...even though he was fully aware that things with Mina were maybe heading in that 
direction...fuck. 


Izuku just shut his mouth and did his best to not fall to his knees in gratitude when they were 
interrupted a moment later by a familiar voice. 


“So this is where you two morons ran off to,” the voice drawled, undeniably female, but muffled 
by a heavy, complicated-looking mask. 


Ejiro and Izuku turned to look at the entrance to the alleyway, where the nondescript figure of a 
certain underground hero was standing. Izuku nodded respectfully, while Ejiro looked mildly 
insulted. 


“Hello, Bloodhound,” Izuku said, wondering what she wanted. “What brings you here?” 


Bloodhound stalked into the alley, radiating menace from her slim, nondescript frame, like usual. It 
was much like the feeling Izuku got around her protégé, Eraserhead-only stronger. 


“T’ve been looking all over the damn city for you, Atlas,” she said, clearly irritated. “We need to 
talk.” 


Izuku felt his blood go cold. Did she know about Mina, somehow? Had she learned about what 
he’d done with the scrap of cloth she’d used her quirk on? 


Ejiro huffed loudly, complaining, “Oh, come on! What am I, chopped liver?” 
“No,” Bloodhound replied dryly, “Chopped liver is at least quiet.” 


Izuku couldn’t help the amused chuckle that escaped his lips. He leaned back against the wall of 
the alley a little, still a bit nervous about why the reclusive underground hero had decided to seek 
him out. 


“Well?” he said. “You’ve found me. What’s going on?” 


Bloodhound came to a stop next to them. She barely came up to Izuku’s chest, but Izuku was pretty 
confident that she could have broken him in two if she felt like it. He could feel the strength of her 
glare, even through the opaque green goggles she wore. 


“Something is happening in the Depths,” she said. ““Something bad.” 


Ejiro looked unimpressed. “You mentioned that to me not that long ago,” he pointed out. “You 
said that it was probably nothing to worry about.” 


Bloodhound glared at him, and Ejiro rapidly fell silent. “I was wrong,” Bloodhound said flatly. 
“The Claws were destroyed less than a day ago.” 


Izuku felt his heart skip a beat, recalling what Mina-and Mezou-had said about the Claws. They 
were one of the most powerful groups in the Depths; they should have been basically unassailable. 
While Ejiro blinked in confusion, he hissed, “Shit. How did that happen?” 


Bloodhound tilted her head oddly as she met his gaze. Before she could respond, though, Ejiro beat 
her to the punch. “Hang on,” he interrupted, “I don’t have any clue what the Claws are. How do 
you know what she’s talking about, Izuku?” 


Bloodhound made a strange noise, perhaps because she agreed with Ejiro. She added, “I’m 
wondering the same thing myself. They aren’t exactly well-known up here.” 


Once again kicking himself mentally, Izuku hastily answered, “I do my homework. And I don’t 
know a fon about them, just that they’re one of the stronger gangs in the Depths.” 


Bloodhound didn’t look satisfied, but she didn’t push the issue. Instead, she crossed her arms and 
snorted, “Well, you won’t have the chance to learn much more than that, I’m afraid. Somebody 
attacked their headquarters and slaughtered every single leader in the whole organization.” 


Izuku’s eyes widened. That sounded...devastating. Worse, it would leave a power vacuum, and 
those always caused chaos. More people would die, that was certain. 


And Mina, Tsu, and Mezou were all in the line of fire. 
Izuku forced himself to not get distracted, saying, “Jesus. Do you know who did it?” 


Bloodhound was silent for a moment, as if hesitating; that more than anything made Izuku worried. 
How bad was it down there, that one of the most hardened veteran heroes he’d ever met seemed 
unable to describe what was going on? 


Finally, she said, “I’ve gotten a few different reports from my contacts. A few are blaming the 
other gangs, but that doesn’t seem likely-it’s too different from the usual playbook for gang 
warfare. A decapitation strike like this means the attackers wanted the Claws out of the way, but 
wanted to leave their turf and the forces with fewer vested interests in the organization intact. Or 
maybe they just wanted to minimize casualties. Either way, that points to a force that isn’t like the 
ones that exist down there at the moment-all of those would have acted differently. And my 
contacts agreed-most of them said that some group called the Outcast Army was claiming 
responsibility-and moving into the former territory of the Claws.” 


Izuku froze. Shit. It seemed that Mezou had been right-the Outcasts were on the move. And hadn’t 
the villain who had caused the collapse had shouted something about the Outcasts too? Whatever 
was going on, this was getting more serious. 


Wondering whether he should hide what he knew of the Outcasts or not, Izuku asked, “Do you 
know anything about this group?” 


Bloodhound shook her head. “Nothing much, sadly,” she admitted. “All my contacts were just as 
unfamiliar as we are with them. Apparently they’ ve come out of nowhere-and utterly flattened the 
most powerful gang in the Depths in a single night.” 


Suddenly, Ejiro interrupted. Suspiciously, he asked, “Hang on, who are these “contacts” of yours, 
anyway? How do you know they’re trustworthy?” 


Bloodhound met Ejiro’s gaze flatly. “Members of the Claws, mostly-well, former members, now,” 
she replied. 


Ejiro looked stunned. “Gang members?” he repeated incredulously. “How can you trust people 
like them-” 


Just as Izuku was about to speak up, Bloodhound, looking thoroughly unimpressed, shot back, 
“Oh, shut up, Red Riot. Yes, I use gang members as informants, because it works. If I didn’t, we’d 
have no clue about the dangerous force potentially rising in the one part of the city we can’t go 
into.” 


Ejiro promptly backed down, for all he still seemed put out by the idea of something as unmanly as 
relying on criminals to tell you about other criminals. Izuku, for his part, didn’t exactly have the 
moral high ground there, to say the least. Instead, he asked, “Do you think they are? Dangerous, I 
mean.” 


Bloodhound turned to face him, and even though he couldn’t see her face, Izuku could fell she was 
unnerved. He didn’t even know how he could tell-the woman was as enigmatic as ever. And yet... 


“We can’t be sure yet, obviously,” she replied. “But I’ve been a hero for nearly thirty years, and I 
can’t remember another time a gang was just... destroyed like this. They fade away sometimes, or 
break apart, or collapse, but a decapitation strike...that’s new. And I get the feeling that this 
Outcast Army isn’t done yet. They’ Il almost certainly be going after the other gangs soon, I feel. 
And once they’re done with that...they might turn their eyes to the surface.” 


“If they do, we’ll stop them,” Izuku promised. As for him personally, though...he might have to do 
it sooner. For the sake of the woman he was maybe falling in love with, who could certainly be in 
danger if the Outcasts took over. 


Ejiro made a sound of agreement from behind Izuku, but Bloodhound seemed unmoved. She 
studied Izuku for a moment, as if evaluating him on some metric he didn’t know. If she was, she 
didn’t make her judgement any clearer. But eventually, she let her head droop, turning to walk 
away from the alley. 


As she reached the entrance, she turned back to face Izuku one last time. 


“T hope you’re ready, Atlas,” she said, quieter and more earnest than he’d ever heard from her 
before. “Because if the Outcasts come for us...it’ll be the fight of our lives.” 


Mina knocked on the door of the small, sturdy house in the Depths, then stepped back, trying to 
keep her hands from shaking. 


It had been hours since she’d fled from Izuku, and she was still reeling from her own realizations. 
She wasn’t sure whether to laugh at her own stupidity, cry out of frustration, or just find a nice 
quiet place to scream at the top of her lungs. 


She had a crush on the Number One Hero. Only...was it a crush, or something worse? Mina had 
no way of knowing, no context, nothing to compare it to. That was why she had come here, to the 
only people she knew who did. 


The door opened, but instead of the hulking man Mina had been half-expecting, it was Tsu herself. 
Mina felt something in her chest twinge at the sight of the shorter woman, at the way her eyes still 
widened in surprise, as if she hadn’t expected to see Mina again. 


“Hello, Mina,” Tsu said softly, as warm as her voice always was. It took Mina back to a simpler, 
happier time, when Tsu’s presence had meant warmth and safety almost as much as Fumikage’s 
had. 


Forcing herself together, Mina swallowed heavily and shakily replied, “H-hi, Tsu. Can I come in?” 
Tsu raised an eyebrow, clearly noticing the state Mina was in. “Is everything okay?” she asked. 


Mina let out a noise that might have been half a laugh, if it wasn’t colored by all the jumbled-up 
feelings raging in her chest. 


“Peachy,” she answered sarcastically. “I...need advice, Tsu. Really bad.” 


Now looking even more concerned-Mina had never asked for advice before, not like this-Tsu 
nodded, standing aside to let Mina come in the door. 


“Follow me,” the frog-woman said simply, closing the door behind them as soon as Mina had 
slipped inside. She led Mina into the living room, which was still quiet and empty. 


Even as Mina sat down in a surprisingly comfy armchair, she couldn’t help but scan the house 
quizzically. “Where’s Mezou?” she asked. 


“Out,” Tsu replied as she took a seat across from Mina. “Things have been...tense, lately. Have 
you heard of what happened to the Claws?” 


Mina nodded slightly. “Only bits and pieces I overheard on my way here,” she admitted. “I 
haven’t...gone out much in the past few days.” 


Tsu seemed to hear more words than Mina had said, her voice shaky and hurting, and nodded 
softly. She said, “I understand. But yeah, Mezou is out trying to keep things calm-and figure out 
who did it. If things get bad, though... you know you’re welcome here.” 


Mina smiled thankfully, accepting the offer without words-she and Tsu may not have had as close 
a bond as with the others, but they were still well beyond the point where they could read each 
other like open books. 


After a long sigh escaped her mouth-revealing more about just how worried Tsu was for her 
husband than she was letting on-the green-haired woman leaned back in her chair and said, “But 
enough of that. What advice do you need, Mina?” 


Mina took a deep breath, trying to figure out how to put her chaotic feelings and fears into words. 
That moment stretched on for what felt like an eternity, as every explanation she gave fell short of 
describing just what a gigantic fucking mess she’d gotten herself into. 


At last, she blushed softly, looked down at the floor, and muttered, “Uh...love advice.” 


There was dead silence in the room, and Mina wanted to curl in on herself. She was so fucking 
embarrassed. She’d never had any interest in love, not for years, and now that she was struggling 
with her first real infatuation, she was acting like this? 


Mina’s thoughts were interrupted by a loud, heartfelt laugh from Tsu. Mina looked up in surprise to 
find the other woman visibly struggling to hold in a chuckle. 


“Well,” Tsu said eventually. “I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting you to say that. I can’t say I’m too 
surprised, though.” 


Mina’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What do you mean?” she demanded. 


Tsu folded her hands in her lap, the very picture of calm composure-an image broken only by the 
mischievous gleam in her eye. Slowly, she said, “Don’t worry about it. So, what kind of love 
advice is this?” 


Deciding not to press Tsu on whatever she found so funny about this, Mina sighed, again hesitating 
as she tried to find the words. She was more scared than she was willing to admit-it felt as though 
right now, she could still walk away from this, could still lie to herself and to others about what 
was happening to her. The moment she let it out, she could never take it back-it would be real. 


Gathering her strength, Mina took the only path she saw. “I...don’t know what the hell is going on 
with me,” she confessed. “Well, fuck, actually, that’s a lie. Ido know what’s going on...but ’'m 
scared of it. I...I think I’ ve fallen for someone, and I don’t know what to do.” 


Tsu nodded as if to herself. “You love him, don’t you?” she said, earning a shocked look from 
Mina. “The hero you brought here, Izuku. I can see it in your face.” 


Mina’s eyes went wide. How did she know? Fighting off panic, she realized it didn’t matter-Tsu 
knew, and that was that. So instead of running away, Mina gave a hesitant nod. “I’m not actually in 
love with him yet, I think,” she admitted. “It’s more like...like I can feel myself falling for him. 
And that...that’s worse. Because I can’t stop it. I don’t want to stop it. All I can do is feel myself 
fall deeper every time I see his stupid fucking adorable face. I’m...pretty sure I’m going to do 
something stupid if I don’t get control of myself.” 


Mina was cursing through gritted teeth by the time she was done. Tsu just watched and listened, a 
sympathetic look on her face. 


Mina waited, expecting Tsu to say or do... something. But no; she just kept sitting there, with that 
gentle kindness in her eyes, giving Mina space. 


Noticing that Mina was waiting expectantly, Tsu gave a gentle wave with one hand. “Go on, ’'m 
listening,” she told Mina. 


Mina’s breath hitched as frustration boiled up in her chest. What else did Tsu want? She snarled, 
“Go on?” Go on with what? That’s all I know, Tsu! ’'m...I’m not good at this like you are. The 
only thing I’m sure of right now is that I can’t stop thinking about him, and when I saw him today, 
I suddenly thought, “J want to kiss him!” 


Tsu blinked, seemingly a little jarred by the depths of Mina’s frustration. She shouldn’t have been- 
this had been building for a long time, only erupting as the very core of her being was being 
shaken. 


“T’m not good at this, Mina,” Tsu replied. “It’s just that nobody’s bad at it. We all love in our own 
ways, and everyone is different-” 


Mina barked out a sharp, hollow laugh. Crossing her arms, she dryly said, “Did I mention that I 
realized this after watching him nearly tear every muscle in his body doing something insane, and 
that after he passed out, I immediately ran away and left him in an alleyway because I literally have 
no experience with what I’m feeling?” 


Tsu paused, meeting Mina’s eyes and visibly reconsidered. “Okay,” she allowed. “Maybe you are 
bad at this. But still-” 


Still heated, Mina interrupted, “Look, Tsu. I just...I don’t want this. I don’t want to be in love 
with-” 


Before Mina could finish, Tsu immediately shot back, “Mina, what are you talking about? Are you 
really trying to run away from this, too?” 


Mina...hesitated. She was, wasn’t she? But still... how was she supposed to do anything but run? 
This wasn’t a crush that would end well. She had fallen for the Number One Hero! 


Reluctantly, Mina answered, “I...don’t know what else to do, Tsu.” 


Tsu leaned forwards. She asked, “But why, Mina? Why are you so determined to shut this down 


before it ever starts?” 


Mina hesitated again. She felt dirty next to Tsu, who bore the weight of their past with such grace 
and natural kindness. What was Mina compared to that? A bitter, angry, lonely thief who had lost 
the ability to trust people. She knew it, and was fine with it; she was a survivor, first and foremost. 
But that meant she wasn’t the kind of woman who ended up in a relationship with the likes of 
Atlas-no matter how much she wished differently. 


Tsu, naturally, saw everything. It was like she could read Mina’s mind, and see every last 
insecurity, every drop of fear. She said, “You think you’re broken, don’t you? You think that 
because you’re so angry, because of the scars from the things you’ ve been through, it means 
there’s something wrong with you.” 


Mina tensed. Brushing her hair back from her face, refusing to look at Tsu, she muttered, “I don’t 
know what I think. Not that it matters, anyway. He’s not interested in me, and he never will be.” 


Tsu raised an eyebrow. “How do you know that?” she asked. 


Mina sighed, still refusing to meet the other woman’s eye. “I’m just being honest,” she muttered. 
“A man like him...it wouldn’t work. There’s too many problems, too much of a divide. I don’t 
want to live in his world, and he’d never survive mine. Izuku isn’t stupid-he’s never once looked at 
me that way. Why would he-he could have any abovegrounder woman he wants? At least they look 
human.” 


Even though she was looking away, Mina could feel the scorch of Tsu’s exasperated stare on the 
back of her neck. “Mina,” Tsu said matter-of-factly, “I have never heard anything stupider in my 
lite? 


Mina’s head whipped around, eyes narrowed. She found Tsu sitting calmly, arms crossed, her 
expression impatient and more than a little frustrated. 


“Excuse me?” Mina asked. 


Tsu rolled her eyes. “You’re good at a lot of things, Mina, but you’re terrible at reading people,” 
she told the taller woman. “But let’s start from the top. First off, I think you’re being unfair to 
Izuku.” 


“What are you talking about?” Mina demanded. “You’ve only met him once.” 
“And even J don’t talk about him like he’s just the position he holds,” Tsu shot back. 


Mina flinched, just a little. “What are you-” she began, only for Tsu to shut her down with a finger 
to her lips. 


“A man like him.” “His world.” “Abovegrounder,” Tsu repeated. “You act like he has no agency, 
like he’s nothing more than the costume he wears. And I know for a fact that you wouldn’t love 
him if that’s what he was. Not only that, you only do it when you’ re trying to convince yourself 
you shouldn’t tell him you love him. Mina, you’ re acting like he hasn’t been around you for well 
over a month now. Trust me, that amount of time would be enough to make anyone start 
questioning themselves.” 


Mina pushed Tsu’s finger from her lips, and tried to protest, “But still-” 


Once again, Tsu cut her off, saying, “That’s enough out of you, Mina. If I wanted to hear you 
trying to drown yourself in self-pity and insecurity, I’d ask.” 


Mina was too stunned to speak as Tsu’s voice hardened. She could only listen as the other woman 
continued, “Why you think that you have to be like them to be worthy of love, Pll never 
understand. You are you, Mina. Yes, you are bitter and angry and paranoid. Yes, your skin is pink 
and your eyes are gold and you look nothing like anybody else in the world. Maybe you’re even 
broken. But that does not make you less worthy. You're one of the greatest people I’ve ever met. 
You're unique. I know it, Mezou knows it, and Fumi knew it. And I think Izuku knows it, too.” 


Mina blinked, confused. Seeing the expression on her face, Tsu smiled. She told Mina, “When you 
brought him down here that first time, I did suspect something was going on between you, you 
know. I didn’t say anything because I knew you’d run for the hills, but the simple fact that you 
trusted him enough to bring him here was telling, as was the way you kept looking at him. But you 
know what?” 


Mina shook off the part of her that was reeling from Tsu’s admission. How had she known before 
Mina had? Was she really that obvious? How long had she been lying to herself? 


“What?” she asked, her voice soft, almost timid. 


Tsu grinned. “Izuku looked at you the same way. Like you were the only thing that mattered. So 
don’t you tell me that he’ Il never love you, Mina. I think he already does.” 


Mina felt something flutter in her chest, basking in the warmth of Tsu’s words. She quashed it, 
refusing to let it spread. No weakness. No looking back. 


“Tt’s impossible,” she insisted, voice aching as much as her heart. “If he doesn’t already know 
some pretty hero girl or starlet would be better for him, he’d realize it soon enough. He doesn’t 
want a scarred, ugly thief who flinches when someone touches her. He doesn’t want me.” 


When Tsu met her eyes, the strength in her gaze left Mina gasping for air. It was equal in every 
way to the ironclad stare of her husband, every bit as unflinching, just as overpowering-but where 
Mezou could have routed an army with his eyes, Tsu could have convinced one to lay down their 
arms. Mina wasn’t sure which one was scarier. 


“And if he disagrees?” Tsu asked her. “If he says that he wants you, with all your flaws, all your 
broken parts, all of it? If he decides that you’re what he needs, as much as you need him? What 
would you say to that?” 


Mina opened her mouth to respond, but couldn’t let the words out. Because she knew the answer; 
she’d say “ yes,” and let every wall she’d built around her heart fall. Maybe not all at once, maybe 
not cleanly or perfectly or safely-but they would crumble. And she would be happy, and loved, and 
vulnerable again. 


And that terrified her. 


Mina was almost grateful when something else bubbled up inside her- hate. She hated this, hated 
how scared she was, hated the world that had made her into something Izuku couldn’t possibly 
love...right? She rose to her feet, slamming a fist against the wall behind her as a cry tore itself 
from her lips. 


Tsu watched, still unflappable, still calm and kind and all the things she’d always been, all the 
things Mina wasn’t. Mina whirled around again, snapping, “Why? Why did this happen to me?” 


Tsu didn’t say a word. 


Breathing hard, Mina continued, “I never asked for any of this. Why has my life suddenly been 


turned upside down? A month ago, heroes were the enemy, I was alone in the world, and Fumi 
was...Wwas...” 


Dead. Still dead, dead for years; she just hadn’t known it yet. Only...she had. Mina could only lie 
to herself so much, after all. On some level, she had known. But it was losing the comfort of the lie 
that hurt most of all. 


Gently, Tsu asked, “Do you wish you could go back?” 


Mina laughed, hollow and weak. She answered, “You think I know the answer to that? I know 
damn well my life sucked. I was barely staying alive most of the time. But...but it was simpler. I 
didn’t have to worry about love, or my past...or anything. And that’s gone now. And if I tell Izuku 
I love him...if he loves me back...then that will only get worse.” 


Tsu tilted her head quizzically. “What do you mean, kero?” she asked. 


Mina shook her head. Still standing, she said, “As much as I can forget it sometimes, Izuku is still 
Atlas. He’s still a symbol-a symbol to people who think I’m not even human. If...if things go well 
between us, then I'll end up in his spotlight-I know that, as much as I wish it wasn’t true. I don’t 
want the whole damn country watching me. I don’t. So I either stay in the shadows, become his 
dirty secret-and I don’t want that-or I let the abovegrounders see me, and destroy my life forever.” 


Mina was trembling by the end of it, imagining all those people looking at her, seeing her for what 
she really was. 


And still, Tsu seemed completely calm. Tapping her chin thoughtfully, she pointed out, “You 
could be a powerful symbol, though. A mutant woman and the Number One Hero, together? 
Maybe you could change things for the better.” 


Mina shook her head, snorting. “I’m no symbol,” she growled. “I don’t want to be. I’m a thief, a 
criminal, a monster. I can’t change anything.” 


Tsu frowned, but didn’t argue. After a moment, she asked, “Is that what’s holding you back? Being 
scared of what will happen if you become known as Atlas’s girlfriend?” 


Once again, a hollow laugh escaped Mina’s throat. She retorted, “Being scared isn’t holding me 
back. And that’s what scares me. Everything I said? I don’t even care about it. I know all of it is 
true, and I stil] want Izuku. If he was there, I know I wouldn’t be bothered by any of it-no matter 
how much damage I’m doing, to him and to us all.” 


At last, Tsu’s expression changed. She smiled, wide and bright, and told Mina, “You know, for 
someone who claims she isn’t in love yet, you sure act like you are.” 


Mina felt something kick in her chest, and she snapped, “How are you so calm about this?” 


“Because you need someone to be,” Tsu replied quietly. “Because this isn’t the end of the world. 
Because I won’t let you run away from someone you love again.” 


Something snapped inside Mina. She wanted to scream, wanted to rage, wanted to explode. But 
most of all, she wanted to run. She wanted nothing more than to escape this painful conversation, 
bury her head in the sand and let it pass her by. But Tsu had told her she wouldn’t let her do that, 
and somehow, that made Mina stay. The fire passed through her like a whisper in the back of her 
mind, and then it was gone, leaving her feeling...hollow. The fear, the frustration, all of it, reduced 
to a low simmer in the background. For the first time in a long while, she felt...centered. 


Mina leaned against the windowsill, staring out at the dim glow of the Depths. Tsu sat quietly in 
her armchair, deep green eyes shimmering. At last, Mina sighed, turning to face the woman her 
friend had become. She needed to know something. 


“T don’t understand you,” she admitted. “I guess I never did, really. How you just...accept things 
the way they are, without ever trying to change them. Don’t you...don’t you feel that rage? That 
feeling in your gut that we don’t deserve this, that we’ ve been mistreated and abused all our lives? 
The need to fight back?” 


Tsu smiled softly in response. Without rising from her armchair, she replied, “The rage you feel, 
you mean? The rage that Mezou feels just as strongly, that rotted Fumikage from the inside?” 


Mina flinched, just a little, at the mention of Fumikage. “Fumi wasn’t... rotten,” she protested, her 
voice growing heated. “What...what are you talking about, anyway? He was kind, and happy, 
and...and he cared.” 


Tsu’s smile didn’t change, and Mina fought back anger at the pity she imagined behind her eyes. 
“Oh, Mina,” she murmured. “He always tried to hide it from you. Or maybe he just felt it less 
when you were around. But that rage ate at him for years. It almost ate Mezou, too. It would have, 
if I hadn’t helped him.” 


Mina tried not to think about losing Mezou the way they’d lost Fumi. That would have truly broken 
her, and worse, it would have broken Tsu, the rock Mina had always relied on. The one person 
she’d ever trusted enough to go to for advice. Like she was doing now. 


Tsu’s eyes seemed to know Mina’s thoughts. She continued, “I suppose I never did feel that way. 
Maybe it’s because I’m not a fighter like you or Mezou...or maybe it’s the other way around. 
Whatever the case, I guess... guess I never really had time to be angry. I was so focused on my 
family, and on you guys-on keeping you safe.” 


Tsu had been like that from the first day Mina knew her. Kind and caring, almost to a fault. Never 
much of a fighter, yes, but the strongest of all of them in her own way. She had been the core of 
their little family-had helped all of them, convincing her own parents to help raise three additional 
half-feral children as best they could. Mina owed more to Tsu than to almost anyone else alive. 


And yet...she couldn’t find the words to tell her that. Mina just stood there, leaned against the 
wall, paralyzed. 


At last, she said, “I...I don’t understand that. I don’t think Pll ever understand that. ’ ve been 
raging against that world for so long, I don’t think I know how to stop. I know you’re not a coward, 
Tsu, and you aren’t weak. But the thought of just...just giving up like that? I don’t get it.” 


Tsu tilted her head at the waver in Mina’s voice. Pointedly, she asked, “Who said anything about 
giving up?” 


Mina didn’t respond, even as Tsu pulled herself from her chair and crossed the room to take her 
hands. 


“Sometimes, I wonder if I should feel cheated of the chance to be angry,” Tsu confessed. “I wonder 
if I should really be so... complacent with the hand I was dealt. But then I realize-I’m not 
complacent. I don’t give up. In my own way, I fight back. I am kind, Mina. Not because I am 
weak, but because it’s the greatest kind of strength.” 


Mina shook her head gently. “Kindness doesn’t mean anything to them,” she growled. “Kindness 


won’t change the world.” 


Tsu still smiled, but her eyes were sad. “You’re wrong,” she told Mina. “Kindness is the only thing 
that will ever change the world.” 


Mina went to argue...then stopped. Something about the conviction in Tsu’s eyes as she spoke. ..it 
reminded her of Izuku. 


Shaking her head and scowling, she said, “Whatever. All I know is that I'll never be as good as you 
are. I'll never be good enough to be what Izuku needs me to be.” 


Tsu shook her head gently. ““There’s different types of goodness, Mina,” she reminded her old 
friend. “And you’re the best of us. You always were, scars and all. And stop thinking of this as 
being what Izuku needs. Be yourself first; that’s who he fell in love with, after all. I think that 
that’s who he needs-someone like you.” 


Mina let out a deep breath, feeling her anger drain out with it-and her fear. Softly, she asked, ““What 
do I do?” 


Tsu replied, “Tell him. Don’t hide it. You can’t hide this-and you owe it to yourself and him to let 
it live or die in the open. Maybe this is all moot; maybe he really doesn’t feel the same. But you 
still need to know, first. And if he does feel the same...work it out. Find a way to be with him. 
Because he and you...I think you’ll be happy together, I really do.” 


Mina swallowed heavily. “I...okay,” she sighed, feeling drained and exhausted. “Ill do it.” 
Tsu beamed, nodding with approval as she let Mina’s hands slip from her own. 


Mina met her friend’s gaze, and knew there would be no lying to her. If she didn’t tell Izuku, Tsu 
would know. In order to control the brief spike of terror that ran through her at that thought, Mina 
admitted, “I’m...surprised you’re taking the news that I’m in love with a hero so well.” 


Tsu chuckled. “You’ve been spending too much time around Mezou,” she replied. “I don’t doubt 
that he’d be very upset at first-mostly at the thought of you having a boyfriend at all, probably.” 


Mina grinned at that, despite being a little insulted. She knew Mezou tended to treat her like a 
younger sister, despite them being the same age. 


“But, well,” Tsu continued, “I just don’t care very much, I suppose. I want you to be happy, Mina. 
And if Izuku is the one who does that, then I wish you both the best.” 


Mina smiled. “Thank you, Tsu,” she said. “For helping me get my shit together.” 


“Anytime,” Tsu answered. “I’ve got some experience in dealing with romantic disasters-just ask 
Mezou.” 


Mina laughed at that, fond memories of Tsu and Mezou’s extremely awkward teenage relationship 
filling her mind. She absolutely intended to remind her adopted brother of those disastrous times 
for the rest of their lives. 


Still chuckling, she bid farewell to Tsu, then went to leave. She didn’t know where she was going- 
she didn’t want to rush this, and it was getting late, anyway. She could find Izuku and...confess... 
later... 


Mina’s thoughts came to a screeching halt as she opened the front door. She let out an audible gasp, 


and stumbled back, eyes wide. Tsu heard it, and was at her side in an instant. 
“Mina? What’s wrong-” she began, only to freeze herself, only managing to whisper, “oh, no.” 


On the horizon, just close enough to be visible as a smear of orange across the black stone 
backdrop, was an enormous fire, burning through the ramshackle wooden structures that filled the 
Depths. The roar of the flames was audible even this far away, now that Mina looked for it-a low, 
hungry growl, like a starving beast. It was chewing through the settlements and structures at an 
incredible rate, and though it didn’t seem to be heading their way, Mina felt her heart skip a few 
beats. 


Turning to Tsu, she asked, ““What’s going on?” 


Tsu looked rattled, fear plain on her face. Swallowing hard, she said, “I...think that whoever 
destroyed the Claws is on the move again. That fire-it’s coming from the direction of the Tunnel 
Rats.” 


Mina felt her stomach drop. The Tunnel Rats were one of the other main gangs in the Depths. They 
were the smuggling kings of the whole Underground, with extensive knowledge and an iron grip 
on the networks of illicit tunnels that honeycombed the whole city. And if their base was being 
attacked... 


“Mezou’s there, isn’t he?” Mina whispered fearfully. 


Tsu nodded. “Knowing him?” she replied dryly, “He’s charging headfirst into that fire because 
there’s people who need help, and damn the fact that there’s a war going on at the same time.” 


Mina snorted despite herself. That sounded like Mezou...and Izuku, now that she thought about it. 


She heard a rustle behind her, and turned to find Tsu grabbing something from a cabinet in the 
hallway-a pair of goggles, it looked like, and a mask, probably for the smoke. She turned back to 
face Mina, expression stony. 


“Mina,” Tsu said sternly, “You need to leave.” 


Mina opened her mouth to protest, incredulous, but Tsu held up a hand. “Save it,” she said. “I 
know you want to help, but it’s too dangerous.” 


“Too dangerous?” Mina snapped. “Fuck that, Tsu, ’'m helping-” 


“Mina,” Tsu interrupted, “You do realize that Toga probably told whoever she was working for 
about you, right? They’Il know you as the woman who let a hero into the Depths.” 


Mina’s eyes widened, and her blood went cold. She hadn’t thought about that...but Tsu was right. 
She had crossed a line that had never been crossed before by bringing Izuku here. She didn’t regret 
it, not for a second...but that didn’t matter. 


She asked, “Do you think the group attacking the Tunnel Rats is the same one Toga was working 
for?” 


Tsu winced. “According to Mezou, it almost certainly is,” she replied. 


Mina frowned. “How long has he suspected that?” she demanded. “And why didn’t anybody fell 
me?” 


Tsu met her eyes. “Since the day you came back from the compound raid,” she replied. “And we 
would have told you, but you ran away during that conversation.” 


Mina winced, conceding the point. “Okay, yeah, fair enough,” she muttered. “But still-” 


“Mina,” Tsu snapped, already on the cliff edge, every muscle in her body clearly straining with the 
desire to leap and head towards the fire. ““You’d be enemy number one for any of them. Mezou 
wouldn’t want you to put yourself in that much danger for his sake, and I refuse to risk losing two 
people today. Don’t fight me on this. Please.” 


Flinching at Tsu’s honesty, and at the look in her friend’s eye that suggested she was much, much 
more scared than she was letting on, Mina finally slumped, letting out a long sigh. 


“Fine,” she agreed. “I'll head for safety. But...bring him back alive, alright? I’m done losing 
brothers.” 


Tsu nodded. “Believe me, I will be dragging my idiot husband back by the scruff of his neck,” she 
growled. With that, she crouched, and sprung from the cliff, powerful legs straightening with 
enough power to send her shooting into the air. Mina watched her go, springing from point to point, 
sticking to walls and sometimes even using her long tongue to grab onto ledges or stalactites for 
extra distance. It was easy to forget, sometimes, that Tsu was just as much a mutant as the rest of 
them-until she reminded you. 


Mina wished for nothing in that moment as much as she wished to be following Tsu-but she didn’t. 
She had made a promise, and she was going to keep it. But dammit if the thought of Mezou dying 
didn’t scare her to her very core. 


“Please be okay,” she thought desperately. “7 really wanna see the look on your face when you 
learn who I’ve fallen in love with.” 
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Fourteen Years Earlier 


The Depths were burning. 


It had started, as most follies do, with good intentions from ignorant men. They had thought that 
the Depths would welcome them, that they cried out for the benefits of civilization, that the lowly 
mutants of these slums would not complain if law and order were brought to their pitiful 
settlements. They would make this into a proper place, one where heroes kept people safe from the 
monsters in the night. Besides, surely good, abovegrounder citizens would be happy to pay to live 
in the Depths...once the riffraff were cleaned out, of course. 


Perhaps those intentions weren’t so good after all, come to think of it. 


And so the heroes had surged through the tunnels, appearing before frightened crowds, in their 
gaudy suits and mysterious masks, watching the people through those ignorant abovegrounder 
eyes. They walked arrogantly, as if expecting the people of the Depths to fall to their knees in 
gratitude for being saved. Never mind the hostile, hateful eyes that followed them on their new 
patrol routes. The Depths must be tamed. The Depths must be controlled. 


But then, the monsters fought back. 


The gangs started it. The eternally-feuding crime lords of the deep, seeing a threat to the profitable 
anarchy they had so carefully cultivated, made a pact. The warlords who ruled the lower tunnels, 
knowing they were next if the heroes succeeded, joined in. An uneasy, unholy alliance was made- 
so long as heroes walked the Depths, their blood would be the only blood spilled. And so it was. 


Nobody knew who had started the fires. Nobody cared to find out. As the heroes found themselves 
under attack by a tide of the people they’d come to save, as blood ran in the streets and the Depths 
tore itself apart, it began to burn. The Depths were made of wood and cloth and plastic; its 
heartbeat was the gasoline-powered generators which gave light to the dark caves and damp 


tunnels. It had no chance. The people who would have put the fires out couldn’ t-they were fighting, 
or the fighting stopped them from reaching the places where they were needed. Or maybe the 
combatants, tearing each other apart across a chaotic, ever-changing battlefield, let the fires burn 
on purpose. 


Whatever the cause, whatever the reason, it didn’t matter in the end. The fires burned, spreading 
faster than anyone could run. They surged down twisting, labyrinthine streets, filled the air with 
smoke, sucked oxygen from the air, surrounded the fighting-and why would the fighting stop, now 
or ever-in a veil of heat and ash. 


From a ledge far above the cavern floor, high enough to be out of the flames but low enough to 
avoid the choking smoke, two boys watched their world burn down. They were littered with small 
burns and scrapes, their faces jet black with soot-not that that was any different from usual for one 
of them. They had climbed here with frantic energy, part of a small group of refugees that had 
taken shelter on this ledge, and in the deep, narrow cave behind them. They could only hope this 
place would be safe enough. 


Gently, Mezou asked, “They aren’t going to stop, are they?” 


Beside him, his best friend shook his head, eyes harsh and glinting. “I don’t think so,” Fumikage 
replied. “They’re still fighting. The world is burning, and they’re still fighting.” 


Slowly, cautiously, a dark, angular head poked out from Fumikage’s torso. “Is it over?’ Dark 
Shadow asked, timid. “Th-the light?” 


Fumikage and Mezou glanced at each other, before Fumikage patted his quirk on the head and 
said, “We’re away from it right now, yeah. You can come out if you want to.” 


Sighing with relief, the dark monster fully appeared, slinking around Fumikage, winding an 
umbilical cord of shadow around the boy several times. Dark Shadow came to a halt in the air, 
floating over Fumikage’s shoulder as they stared down at the inferno beneath them. 


The hushed silence continued for a few minutes, before Mezou said, “I don’t get it. What’s the 
point of fighting over this place? It’s not worth anything.” 


Fumikage snorted. “No, we’re not worth anything,” he corrected bitterly. “The heroes want the 
cavern here-they just want us gone. The gangs don’t want to go. They’re done being pushed around 
by the heroes.” 


Fumikage sounded envious, even admiring, as he spoke of the gangs; it made Mezou shift 
uncomfortably, recalling how many times they had been bullied and abused by the Claws or the 
Ten Kings or the Tunnel Rats. “Fumi,” he said, “don’t tell me you like what they’re doing.” 


Fumikage sighed, “Of course I don’t. They’re doing this for themselves, not for us. They’re almost 
as bad as the heroes-picking on us because we’re weaker and we can’t protect ourselves. I hope 
they all kill each other.” 


They both knew it was a foolish hope, but to two scared, hurting children who were watching the 
end of their world, it was a comfort blanket, a twisted faith to cling to. 


Dark Shadow pulled closer, looming over Fumikage like an ominous ghost. “You could be strong 
enough to protect yourself,” he said in his hissing, inhuman voice. “You could be strong enough to 
protect everyone.” 


Mezou tensed, and Fumikage huffed, crossing his arms and refusing to meet Dark Shadow’s eye. 


“Yeah, but then I’d kill everyone I cared about instead of protecting them,” he retorted. “I know 
what happens if I let you loose, Dark Shadow. And it'll never happen.” 


Dark Shadow made a strange noise that sounded like a tut, as if he were a parent watching his child 
declare that they would not be going to bed. He didn’t speak again, though, so Fumikage and 
Mezou turned back to the firestorm in front of them. 


As they watched, a figure appeared, rising from somewhere beneath the flames. Clad in sleek, 
silvery armor, jets of green-blue energy shooting from their hands and feet, the profile was 
unmistakably heroic; it was too bright, too pure, to be anything from below the earth. They rose 
like a rocket, shining like a shooting star over the dark hell the Depths had become. It was a stirring 
sight, a hero in all their glory, holding nothing back as they fought for what was right. Mezou and 
Fumikage’s eyes narrowed in hatred. “Hypocrite,” they thought to themselves. 


A moment later, another figure became visible through the smoke and the gloom. Leathery wings 
flapped in heated, rushing air, immense and heavy. He burst through the smoke, revealing himself 
to be a man with dark purple skin, eight feet tall, wearing nothing but a pair of sturdy trousers, 
exposing every bulging muscle, showing off thick, leathery skin. Horns rose from his head, three 
of them, like the spikes of a dark king’s crown. His colossal hands ended in talons instead of 
fingernails. From across the cavern, the two boys watched as the mutant folded his wings and dove, 
headed straight for the hero, who replied in kind, making the jets beneath his feet triple in size as 
they propelled him forwards. 


They were too far away to hear, but Mezou and Fumikage could clearly picture the grunting, 
heaving struggle the two combatants quickly became locked in. Flames roared and energy crackled 
and talons scraped, the hero and the mutant battling above a burning city. It was impossible, it was 
deadly...and it couldn’t last forever. 


At last, the hero ripped himself free with a cry, aimed a palm towards the mutant, and speared his 
torso with a jet of plasma that crackled as it tore through flesh and bone like tissue paper. 


But that wasn’t the end of it. The wound was mortal-it had to be-and yet the mutant kept coming. 
In one last desperate act, he charged forwards with a heavy beat of those batlike wings, catching 
the hero off guard-he must have thought it was over. And a second later, it was, as the mutant’s 
talons slid through the hero’s armor like a hot knife through butter, impaling him through the chest. 
Whatever manic strength the mutant had had in that moment was gone just as quickly as it had 
appeared, and the two slumped at the same time. The hero’s jets faded away, and the mutant’s 
wings stopped beating. Still locked together, they fell into the roaring flames below, and vanished 
from sight. 


Mezou and Fumikage were silent for a long, hollow moment, lost in silent, stunned thoughts. Then, 
numbly, Mezou spoke. “They’re going to destroy each other,” he said softly. “Over a dark, dirty 
hole in the ground.” 


Fumikage scowled. “And we’re the ones who are going to die for it,” he added. “Those fires... 
they’ll consume everything. And they don’t care.” 


“Why should they care?” Mezou asked, bitter. “We’re a bunch of mutant gutter trash. We can’t 
stop them.” 


Fumikage hung his head, as if mourning for the Depths. He stayed there so long, Mezou thought he 
had fallen asleep. And then, he raised his head again. 


“Not forever,” he swore, anger and hope and ferocious determination mixing together in his voice. 


“Not forever. One day, we will be strong enough to change things. We’ll get rid of the gangs, and 
fight off the heroes, and force people to help each other. We’ll fix this place. We’ ll find a way.” 


Mezou raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. Fumikage was good at this-good at making him 
believe in impossible dreams. He’d done it when they met-as a starving bully and a starving boy 
who could show kindness to anyone, give hope to anyone. And now he was doing it again. 


Fumikage turned to him, fires raging all around, and Mezou saw the fear beneath the hope. He was 
scared-but he would do it anyway. Mezou envied him then, more than anything. 


“Will you help me? Will... will you be there?” Fumikage asked. 
Mezou grinned. He couldn’t help it. He nodded, and promised, “Always, Fumi.” 


He never got to make good on that promise. 


Now 


Mezou sprinted down a street, breathing hard, a cloth mask dragged over the lower half of his face 
to shield himself from the smoke. 


The Depths were burning. Red-orange flames leaped from building to building down packed, 
poorly constructed streets, roaring so loudly it drowned out the screams of the residents as they 
tried to flee. In the distance, the sounds of a war could be heard; the cries of men and women, the 
rumbles of shattering rock, the unearthly screeches of not-quite-humans tearing each other apart. 


It was the Outcasts. It had to be. This was close to the headquarters of the Tunnel Rats, the 
smuggling kings of the whole Underground. And after the Claws had been wiped off the face of 
the earth in a single night, there was no way the Rats hadn’t prepared for the Outcasts to come for 
them. This would not be a small, brief raid. This was full-blown war; the number of people battling 
in the distance made that clear. 


Mezou had been ten the last time the Depths had gone to war. That had been the last hero 
incursion-a time when these dingy caverns and narrow, dim tunnels had run red with blood, as 
heroes and mutants battled in the streets. He and Fumi had watched the clashes, like the old stories 
of dueling gods, with the wide, terrified eyes of children, helpless to stop it, too weak to even 
protect themselves. He didn’t know how Mina had survived the war, or the flames that had torn 
through most of the Depths-a whole lot of street children hadn’t. 


But this time, Mezou was not weak, and he wouldn’t run. So even as every other person in sight ran 
away from the roaring center of the flames, where the Tunnel Rats were desperately resisting the 
might of the Outcasts, Mezou ran towards the battle. He knew innocent people would get caught in 
the crossfire. He’d let enough people get hurt for a lifetime. 


No more. 


Heavy footsteps beside him alerted Mezou to the fact that he wasn’t alone. Turning his head, he 
spotted the hulking form of Kugo, who was panting heavily as he sprinted along next to Mezou. 


Looking thoroughly unimpressed, Kugo shouted at him, “This is a terrible idea! Why the fuck are 
you running towards the fire?” 


Mezou scowled, putting his head down instead of responding. He didn’t have time to explain. All 


he had time to do was shout back, “Then leave! I know you don’t do well in the heat!” 


That was an understatement; Mezou could see the steam rising lightly off of Kugo’s skin, and the 
way it was starting to desiccate in the unbearable heat. The fires were turning into a giant oven, 
baking them all to a crisp. 


“It’s not as bad as it was back then,” Mezou thought. “But only because it hasn’t been able to 
spread as far yet. If it does...” 


Then the Outcasts and the Tunnel Rats would be fighting over a tomb. 


Kugo shook his head, grimacing. His jaw was clenched. “No,” he said in his rough, guttural voice. 
“T ain’t running, not from this. But you’re a damn fool for starting it.” 


Mezou snorted. “Then let’s be fools together,” he offered. Kugo grinned. 
“Sounds good to me,” he agreed. 


The two sprinted deeper into the inferno; ahead, over the fires and the screams, the sounds of 
fighting slowly grew louder. Occasionally, figures were visible in the smoke, or through the 
twisted, burning streets of what had once been one of the most built-up parts of the Depths. 


At last, they came to a crossroads. Screams could be heard down each road; cries for help, prayers 
for deliverance. What they were praying to, Mezou didn’t know; it wasn’t like anybody ever 
listened. 


Turning to Kugo, he gestured down one of the paths. “You head that way, [ll go the other,” he 
said. “Get the innocents to safety.” 


Kugo met his eye. “T ain’t a hero,” he growled. “Why do I care about innocents?” 


Mezou stared back, not flinching, not even hesitating. “You’re not,” he agreed. “Neither am I. But 
it doesn’t matter. Right now, we’re here, and we’re needed. That’s more than the heroes can say. 
Now, go!” 


The older man held his gaze for a long, dangerous moment, and Mezou braced himself-for what, 
he wasn’t sure. But thankfully, Kugo turned at last. Hesitating for one last moment, he muttered, 
“You’re something else, kid.” 


Then he was gone, racing down the street, a black shape in dark smoke. Mezou barely paused to 
watch him leave before he was doing the same. 


The screaming was coming from quite a ways away, though, and Mezou found himself having to 
wind through streets that were confusing before they began to burn, often blocked or altered by 
collapsing structures. At last, though, he was getting close; the screams were starting to get louder. 
At least, he hoped that was because he was getting close. 


As Mezou made his way down the burning street, though, he spotted a glint of silver on a rooftop 
ahead of him. He came to a halt as a tall, slender figure suddenly appeared, staring down at him 
from beneath a ragged black cloak. 


“Stop right there,” the man told him, seemingly unbothered by the glowing embers that filled the 
too-hot air all around them, or the roaring fire-wind that set the ends of his cloak billowing. He 
jumped from the low rooftop as the building began to groan ominously, smoke and flame billowing 
from rough-carved windows. Soon, he was standing just a few feet from Mezou. 


Mezou’s eyes narrowed at the strange figure. The man’s voice had an odd quality to it-something 
between a buzz and a lisp, as though he was speaking with something in his mouth-or with a mouth 
not meant for human speech. 


“T’m sorry, who the hell are you?” Mezou demanded bluntly. He didn’t have time for this. The 
world around him was fire and smoke-and all he could hear was the screams. So many, so loud... 
and all this man was doing was standing there. 


The man threw back his hood, revealing bladelike tusks and eyes that glimmered with danger. His 
stance remained casual-deceptively so. He replied, “My name is Kamakiri, but that’s not important. 
I can’t let you go this way-you’d be getting too close to our operation, and we don’t want anybody 
interfering.” 


“Fuck your operation,’ Mezou snapped. “You’re not going to stop me. People are in danger over 
there, and I’m going to help.” 


“T can’t let you do that,” Kamakiri said, sounding genuinely regretful-not that he seemed moved in 
the slightest by the screams echoing around them. 


“You don’t get a say,” Mezou told him brusquely, stepping forwards. He was well over a foot 
taller than Kamakiri-whoever the hell he was-and it would be simple to just push past the man. 


A foot-long blade, curved into a crescent shape, sprang from Kamakiri’s elbow without warning, 
blocking Mezou. He barely flinched, though he did stop advancing. The ghost of a smirk 
threatened to appear on Kamakiri’s face. 


Suddenly, Mezou realized why the man’s appearance sounded so familiar. Blood running cold for 
a moment, he said, “Hang on, I know who you are. The Outcast who attacked Kugo and took over 
the Neo-Stainists’ compound.” 


Kamakiri smiled, ever so slightly. It was not a pretty sight. “Guilty as charged,” he admitted. “And 
I know who you are. The vigilante who had the Claws in such a frenzy...before we destroyed 
them.” 


Mezou’s eyes narrowed. He growled, “Do not call me that.” 


Kamakiri was unfazed. “It’s the truth,” he replied, shrugging even as his eyes glowed with dislike. 
“Tell me, why do you want to be a hero so badly? They don’t care about what you’re doing. 
You’re still trash in their eyes-just like the rest of us.” 


“T don’t want to be a hero,” Mezou spat, looking down at the smaller man; Kamakiri didn’t even 
reach his chin. He went to push him aside. “And I don’t have time for this.” 


Kamakiri sidestepped, easily keeping pace with Mezou, still blocking his path forwards. The 
screams were coming from the other side of the burning building behind him; Mezou was so close. 
“Then why do you skulk around like a rat?” he demanded. “Why do you act like they do? You 
have a reputation, you know-a man like you, with your talents? You could be a king.” 


Mezou knew that well enough. It was what was expected-those with power, with strength, ruled. 
But ruling wasn’t what his promise to Fumi had been; even now, he followed it, because Fumi 
never got the chance to. 


Dismissively, scathingly, he said, “This world has enough kings already.” 


“But why do you help?” Kamakiri pressed. It was odd; he genuinely seemed curious. He wanted to 


know. Why? 


Growing more frustrated by the second, Mezou recalled an old promise, old words someone better 
than him had told him once. “Because someone has to,” he growled, deep and serious. “Somebody 
has to care. And if the heroes won’t, then J will.” 


Fumi’s words, spoken what felt like a lifetime ago, seemed to shock Kamakiri. His icy, emotionless 
attitude cracked, and his body twitched a little. When he met Mezou’s gaze again, it was with an 
odd, nearly respectful look in his eyes. Respectful, and hungry. 


“Tt...seems I owe you an apology,” Kamakiri said cautiously, though he still refused to let Mezou 
pass. “You’d get along well with my boss, you know.” 


Mezou scowled. The screaming was getting more frantic, more desperate; in his mind, they 
became Fumi’s screams, begging for help that never came. Calling for him. “I don’t want your 
apology, and I don’t care about your boss,” he spat. “Get the fuck out of my way.” 


Kamakiri sighed regretfully, hanging his head for a moment. “No,” he said sadly. “Sorry. I have a 
promise to keep.” 


Mezou felt the rage boil over. He would not let this bastard stop him. He had a promise to keep, 
too. “Alright then,” he said, rolling his neck lazily and splaying his arms out. “Don’t say I didn’t 
warn you.” 


Then, he struck, arms already multiplying. His fist careened towards Kamakiri’s face. 


The shorter man moved so quickly he was a blur. He leaped backwards, avoiding Mezou’s punch, 
then crouched low, lips curving into a brutal, eager half-grin. 


“The feeling is mutual,” he replied as crescent-moon blades sprang from his forearms. He blurred 
again, leaping forwards as the flames burned higher all around them. 


Mezou hissed as he attacked. Kugo hadn’t been lying; Kamakiri was fast. Too fast to see. But that 
was fine-he figured he knew exactly what Kamakiri was aiming for. A moment later, he was 
proven right when a swipe separated three of his hands from their arms, then two more on the next 
one. It hurt, but not as bad as losing a limb should have-he’d figured out years ago that that the 
limbs he grew weren’t perfect copies of the ones he actually had, but instead had far fewer nerve 
endings dedicated to registering pain. It felt more like getting a toenail clipped a Jittle too close to 
the root than losing a limb. Besides, he’d long since become tolerant to shockingly large amounts 
of pain. 


Mezou grinned as Kamakiri lopped off hands left and right, trying to get in closer to Mezou. He 
had far more hands than Kamakiri could hope to slice through already, thanks to his ever-growing 
forest of limbs. It didn’t matter how quickly Kamakiri could strike-he could never move faster than 
Mezou’s quirk. 


Kamakiri slipped under another punch, striking upwards at the limb and severing it. Two more 
burst from the cut-off stump, swiping for him again. Mezou continued to close the distance, arms 
moving in every direction, cutting Kamakiri off, hemming him in. The man was lightning-quick, 
yes, but his blades couldn’t reach Mezou’s body with all the arms in the way. He took a punch to 
the side, and another hand grabbed at his wrist. A blade erupted from beneath the gripping hand, 
slicing through it and freeing Kamakiri to leap into the air, bringing both arm-blades down in an 
overhand slice aimed right for Mezou’s head. He never even got close, as Mezou’s arms wrapped 
around him, barely registering the limbs that Kamakiri’s blade impaled in his thrashing. 


Unceremoniously, Mezou slammed Kamakiri into the ground, making the man shout in pain, then 
did it again for good measure. Throwing him aside, towards a burning building, he immediately 
turned to leave. There was no point wasting time with this bastard; as satisfying as it was to beat 
the shit out of him, there were still people who needed his help. 


He hadn’t even made it to the other side of the street before Kamakiri rose and crossed the open 
space in the blink of an eye. Mezou grunted as Kamakiri avoided his mess of limbs and buried both 
his blades deep into Mezou’s chest. 


Raising an eyebrow as he mentally took stock-undamaged heart, good, multiple ruptured organs, 
fine, two collapsed lungs, nothing to worry about-Mezou said conversationally, “You’re not my 
target, buddy, and neither is your stupid army. This isn’t worth it.” 


Breathing hard, Kamakiri spat, “If...you want to get past me...you’re gonna need to... kill me.” 


Mezou rolled his eyes. “If you want to die so badly, that can be arranged,” he replied coldly. 
Wrapping a hand around Kamakiri’s throat and two more around his chest, he easily lifted the 
smaller man off the ground, yanking the blades from Mezou’s body with little fanfare. A little 
blood stained his shirt, but the wounds were already closing. 


Mezou aimed his next punch right for Kamakiri’s nose, feeling it fracture under his knuckles; the 
man’s tusks cut his hand a little, but Mezou didn’t even feel it. He struck again, feeling Kamakiri 
thrashing in the grip of dozens of arms far stronger than him. 


Mezou didn’t relish this. Part of him hated it. But he wasn’t exactly bothered by it too much, 
either. Kamakiri had had his chances-and Mezou got the feeling that, if their positions had been 
reversed, Kamakiri wouldn’t have hesitated either. Still... Mezou wondered if Atlas had been just 
as casual about killing Shigaraki. He wasn’t sure whether he wanted to know the answer. 


Mezou’s thoughts were rudely interrupted a moment later, sadly, when Kamakiri suddenly 
screamed. Blades erupted from what felt like every inch of his body, until he resembled a forest of 
razor blades more than a human being. He twisted in Mezou’s suddenly slack grip, cutting and 
slicing and ripping everything he could reach to shreds. 


Mezou hissed as the pain struck him. Losing a few limbs here and there was fine, but as Kamakiri 
cut his way free and landed on his feet, blood coursing down his face, Mezou realized that just 
about all his arms had been severed. They littered the ground, blood steaming on the hot stone. 


Shit. He could regrow them-he already was-but that hurt. It also meant that he needed a new 
Strategy. 


Kamakiri retracted most of his blades-it was probably pretty hard to move like that-though he kept 
two on each arm, sweeping back from his elbow and wrist. His face was a mess of blood, and he 
had a look in his eyes that didn’t look quite sane. 


“T’m not going to die here,” he swore, looking straight at Mezou. “Not now. Not yet. Not to you.” 


“The feeling is mutual,” Mezou replied tauntingly as his six normal arms continued to regrow. 
They were nearly done, but he was starting to get tired; his regeneration wasn’t infinite when he 
had to repair such vital damage so quickly. The more he pushed it, the more exhausting it got. He 
had to end this fight quickly. 


Kamakiri evidently came to the same conclusion. Sighing in resignation, he reached into his 
pocket. 


“T hate to do this,” he said softly. “But Id rather win than fight fair.” 


Before Mezou could ask what he meant, Kamakiri withdrew a dark object from his pocket. He 
stared at it with distaste for a second, before calling to Mezou, “Catch.” 


Then, he threw the object at the ground. Mezou became very confused, especially when it bounced, 
the roughly spheroid object moving towards his face at extremely high speed. Acting entirely on 
instinct, his newly-repaired arm rose to catch the object before it struck him in the face. His fingers 
closed around... 


A rubber ball? Mezou stared at it curiously; it was just a normal black rubber ball, smooth and 
featureless. 


“What the hell?” he thought, bringing it a little closer to examine it. What was Kamakiri trying to 
pull? 


Suddenly, Kamakiri shouted, “KUROJRO!” 


And then Mezou got kicked in the face. He reeled in shock as the ball erupted, a dark figure 
suddenly exploding into being right in front of him, expertly swinging its leg to catch Mezou in the 
jaw with a heavy-booted foot. Mezou felt something sharp carve a trail down the side of his face, 
too. He stumbled backwards, seeing stars. 


When he managed to open his eyes, he saw that Kamakiri was no longer alone. Another man stood 
next to him, wearing all black. It matched his skin, which was the color of ink, glossy and smooth. 
His eyes and mouth were like pools of silver floating in tar, his hair a close-cropped garnish of grey 
on his head. He was glaring-not at Mezou, but at Kamakiri. 


“T do not appreciate being a grenade,” he remarked. “It is a gross waste of my abilities.” 


As Mezou staggered to his feet, groaning, Kamakiri scowled at the new arrival. “I don’t care, 
Kuroiro,” he snapped. “The boss told you to be my backup. Now, back me up.” 


The man-Kuroiro-sighed. “Very well,” he said. “Far be it from me to argue against the will of one 
so blessed by the Dark Ones.” 


Mezou blinked. Was Kuroiro crazy, or just pretending to be? He’d seen enough of both down here 
to make it hard to tell. He did know one thing, though-the people who pretended were much more 
dangerous. 


Kamakiri nearly shouted, “Just do it, you weird bastard!” 


“Your insults against me are unworthy of your position,” Kuroiro intoned. “If not for your 
devotion to the chosen of the deep, I would strike you down here and now.” 


Before Kamakiri could reply, Mezou decided to break up the love fest. He charged, rearing back to 
smash both of the people standing in his way into the ground. 


Kamakiri looked up just in time, leaping back with a snarl as Mezou’s fist whistled by him. 
Kuroiro, though, just... vanished. One second he was there, the next he had disappeared, leaving 
only the strange impression of downwards motion for the barest fraction of a moment. 


Mezou would have wondered about that, but Kamakiri charged him, forcing him to focus on that 
first. He hadn’t grown an overwhelming armada of limbs this time; a two-on-one fight made 
staying stationary much more dangerous than remaining mobile. He kept his hands up and kept 


them moving as Kamakiri whirled and swept with his blades. He was quick, but now that Mezou 
was used to it, he could keep up; he avoided the blades with practiced, balanced movements, 
slowly giving ground across the street, ignoring the heat of the burning buildings around them. 


Then, just as Mezou sidestepped a particularly frustrated stroke from Kamakiri, there was motion 
behind him. He didn’t have time to react before something sharp slammed into his back. Not 
anywhere damaging, but still, nobody ever appreciated being stabbed. Grunting, he reached back 
with an arm that struck quicker than a snake, wrapping around Kuroiro’s throat just as he withdrew 
whatever knife-Mezou was pretty sure it was a knife, he’d been stabbed enough to recognize the 
difference-he’d stuck him with. Kuroiro yelped as Mezou yanked him forwards over his head and 
threw him at Kamakiri. 


Instead of dodging or getting hit like Mezou expected, though, Kamakiri reacted by grabbing his 
cloak and pulling it in front of him. As he fell onto Kamakiri, Kuroiro reached out, fingers hitting 
the cloak before the rest of him. As Mezou watched, he abruptly vanished, body moving as though 
being sucked into the cloak. The cloak began to move without wind, as if it were alive, whipping 
back around the other side of Kamakiri and up over his shoulder. Then, Kuroiro reappeared out of 
the cloak, grinning as he shot forwards as if propelled out of a cannon. 


Leaping backwards too late, Mezou hissed as Kuroiro’s long knife-almost more like a short sword- 
cut him across the chest, followed by Kamakiri slashing past him and leaving a shallow gash on his 
side. He’d barely been able to see Kuroiro’s knife, since it wasn’t gleaming in the flickering light 
of the fires like Kamakiri’s blades were. 


He whirled, but Kuroiro had vanished again, and Kamakiri was already on the attack. Mezou 
sidestepped a thrust, then counterattacked, hitting Kamakiri hard enough to make him stagger back. 
Before Mezou could follow up, though, Kuroiro popped out of nowhere once more, his long knife 
carving a path across Mezou’s back. He growled, the wound only making him angrier. He went to 
swing at Kuroiro, who smirked-a smirk that turned to surprise and confusion, then got hidden by 
Mezou’s fist hitting him right in the face. 


While Kuroiro went flying, landing heavily a few feet away, Mezou tried to make sense of what 
had happened. Why hadn’t he vanished again? 


Then he realized. Just as Mezou had counterattacked, a nearby burning building had finally 
collapsed-he could still hear the aftershocks now. The fireball briefly created by the shattering roof 
had illuminated the entire street with harsh orange light at the moment Kuroiro had tried to vanish. 
His quirk-whatever it was-was weak to light. 


Kamakiri attacked again, slicing through the webbing between Mezou’s arms. Mezou caught the 
next swipe with his forearm, ignoring the deep bite into his flesh. As Kamakiri faltered, his 
momentum suddenly lost to an unexpected hit, Mezou reached in and grabbed him by the throat. 


While Kamakiri struggled, Kuroiro finally staggered to his feet. The way he was rubbing at his 
face suggested he had a killer bruise...not that it seemed to show up on him. The inky-skinned man 
growled, “You will pay for that, vigilante.” 


Mezou scoffed, barely paying attention to the razor-sharp blade that erupted from the front of 
Kamakiri’s throat, piercing his hand. 


“Worse men than you have told me that,” he replied. “It never seems to stick.” 


Kuroiro snarled, charging forwards again. Mezou shifted, ready to defend; maybe he could use 
Kamakiri to block, the man was still trying to free himself. He never got the chance. 


Kuroiro didn’t disappear into the ground again like Mezou was expecting him to; neither did he 
run. Instead, he blurred for a moment, then vanished-leaving only the long knife he carried, 
floating in the air in defiance of gravity. Mezou barely had time to register how weird that was 
before the weapon-which he realized had been painted entirely black, from the blade to the hilt- 
was shooting at him, flipping end-over-end. 


It was almost too fast to dodge; Mezou barely managed to throw himself out of the way, throwing 
Kamakiri aside, where he slammed into the ground with a loud, painful-sounding crash. As soon as 
he realized he’d missed, Kuroiro instantly left the knife, landing on his feet with it in his hand in 
the sort of comfortable, smooth motion that must have been practiced a thousand times. He thrust it 
towards Mezou again, who grabbed Kuroiro by the wrist, halting the blade’s progress. Kuroiro 
yanked it back immediately rather than get grabbed, but Mezou’s fist was already rocketing 
outwards, headed for Kuroiro’s face. 

Spotting it, Kuroiro grinned, then disappeared again. Mezou halted the punch, thrown off as the 
knife remained floating. He went to grab it, but before he could, Kuroiro reappeared out of the 
knife- holding it in his other hand. It was jarring; he’d seemingly moved three feet to the left, using 
his quirk to dodge and transfer his weapon in one smooth motion. 


Mezou gritted his teeth. Both Kamakiri and Kuroiro were good. The cuts they were slowly scoring 
on him, though shallow and not dangerous by themselves, weren’t closing very fast anymore. He 
was getting tired. 


And then, a second later, Kuroiro ducked under Mezou’s guard and rammed his knife into the flesh 
of Mezou’s shoulder, making him hiss in pain. He went to pull it out, but then Kuroiro reached out 
with his free hand, aiming for Mezou’s shirt- 


His black shirt. 


The second Kuroiro’s fingertips touched the fabric, he disappeared, and Mezou began to choke. His 
shirt suddenly developed a mind of its own, twisting and compressing and strangling. It felt like it 
was shrinking, but maliciously; his whole chest was being crushed, especially his lungs and 
diaphragm. Kuroiro was trying to squeeze him to death, and it was working. Mezou thrashed 
helplessly, trying to grab for the shirt’s collar-which had suddenly wrapped itself around his 
windpipe tightly enough to completely cut off his airway-but unable to, thanks to the sleeves of his 
shirt, all six of them, suddenly becoming harder to move in than handcuffs. 


Things only got worse from there. As Mezou fought desperately to breathe, he realized Kamakiri 
had also recovered. The tusked man stalked closer, blood still streaming down his face from his 
nose, watching Mezou choke with savage delight in his eyes. Mezou recognized the look instantly- 
it was the thrill of a battle to the death, taking over Kamakiri’s consciousness until all he was, all 
he cared about, was the fight. Mezou was familiar enough with the feeling to know that Kamakiri 
could have died that second, and he would have done so with a smile on his face. It wasn’t 
malicious, or hateful, or even angry. It simply was. 


The Outcast’s lip curled as he watched Mezou struggling. “Impressive,” Kamakiri rasped, looking 
more than a little worse for wear. “Not many can take Kuroiro in an even fight, vigilante, and even 
fewer can take me. You took on both of us, alone. Only the boss has ever done that.” 


Mezou growled, and Kamakiri sighed. He moved faster than Mezou could track, blades flashing, 
and Mezou crumpled to the ground, pain flooding his fading senses. The backs of his legs, from his 
ankles to his knees, flared with agony; his tendons had been cut. Not as bad for Mezou as for 
others-they would regenerate, and fairly quickly-but when he was choking to death... 


“What a waste,” Kamakiri said quietly, some of the berserker rage fading from his eyes. He aligned 


his blade with Mezou’s throat. “You’re a good man, vigilante. We could have made a place for you 
among our best.” 


Mezou wanted to scoff at the idea, but was rapidly losing the energy to do much of anything. Even 
as Kamakiri prepared to end it, Mezou doubted it was even necessary. His struggles were getting 
weaker, his eyelids heavier. He was so close...he couldn’t even hear the screams anymore... 


Wait. 
He couldn’t hear the screams anymore. 
He’d failed. 


Mezou wasn’t a good man. He knew it. He didn’t help people because of his own beliefs-he did it 
because once, a long time ago, he’d known a boy with dark feathers and serious eyes who believed 
the world could be better, and left Mezou with only a promise to remember him by. It was 
Fumikage who should have been here, doing this, and Mezou would have given anything to make 
it so. But he wasn’t here; there were no good men to do the things they should have done. So it fell 
to him, an angry, broken man with no place in the world above, to make sure Fumikage Tokoyami 
had a legacy. If he couldn’t be here to fulfill their promise, then Mezou would. 


He thought of Tsu, too, but her face didn’t calm him like it usually did. It fueled him, made him 
angrier, made him strong enough to break anything in his way on the path back to her. She knew 
he always came back-now it was time to prove it. 


Rage, boiling-hot and volcanic, filled Mezou. He could feel it leaking from his eyes, hotter and 
brighter than the fires burning the Depths to ash. Kamakiri’s blade began to fall, and Mezou knew 
that he wasn’t done yet. Not by a long shot. 


Somehow, with manic strength summoned from a place of pure adrenaline, Mezou reached 
upwards with flagging, numb fingers. They found the collar of his shirt. He ripped. 


The black cloth shredded like spider silk under his fingers, falling to pieces as Mezou tore it free 
with one hand. Without hesitating, he flung it behind him, into a burning building. He heard 
Kuroiro start screaming, but didn’t even flinch. 


With his other hand, Mezou caught Kamakiri’s falling blade. His fingers clenched tight on the 
point where metal met flesh, squeezing down on Kamakiri’s wrist with so much strength behind it 
that he heard Kamakiri’s whole arm creak from the force of being stopped so abruptly. The blade 
came to a screeching halt inches from Mezou’s neck. 


Kamakiri’s eyes went wide, desperation fueling his own push as he tried to break Mezou’s grip, 
only to find it strong as iron. Slowly, his whole body trembling from effort, muscles and tendons 
only barely restored screaming in pain, Mezou rose. He was beyond exhaustion, beyond pain, 
beyond the limits of his body by so much he wasn’t human anymore. He was something else. 
Something more. 


He grinned as his feet found solid ground, staring down at Kamakiri, who was stunned speechless. 
He tried to swing his other blade, but Mezou caught that one too, trapping Kamakiri’s arms 
completely. He squeezed tightly, until he felt the bones in both of Kamakiri’s wrists starting to 
groan ominously. 


Kamakiri stared at him like he was a god. An angry god. “What the hell are you?” he demanded, 
helplessly struggling in Mezou’s grip. Blades shredded Mezou’s hands, erupting from every inch 


of skin on Kamakiri’s hands. Mezou didn’t even feel it. Something cracked under Mezou’s fists, 
and Kamakiri stumbled back, away from Mezou, his hands twisted and spasming, his wrists 
broken. 


From somewhere close, Mezou heard footsteps. Heavy footsteps, running fast, moving this way. 
The roar of the fires was louder, and so was the fighting. Everything felt so close. He hadn’t come 
this far to fail now. 


He grinned, knowing his own expression was probably just as manic as Kamakiri’s had been. He 
heard the footsteps stop, and another noise start-a low hum, just on the edge of being audible, a 
noise that vibrated through the ground and through Mezou’s body, setting his teeth on edge and 
warned him of danger. 


He raised his head, met the horrified Kamakiri’s gaze, and smiled. He simply replied, “A 
monster.” 


Then, the building he’d thrown Kuroiro into exploded. 


Burning debris showered the street, the entire front of the wooden structure crumpling like a piece 
of paper and shattering in an instant, reduced to toothpicks from the other side, by a wave of sound 
that felt more like an earthquake than a noise. 


The building’s disappearance revealed a narrow, rounded hole that had been blasted through three 
or four tightly-packed structures, all of them on fire, from the next major street over. Flames, 
already resurgent, licked at the edges of the path, curling and flickering in the smoky air. 


The fire wasn’t what made Kamakiri’s expression shift from shock to terror, though. No, that 
honor was reserved for the figure standing on the other side. Hulking and inhuman, with sharp 
teeth and red eyes and hands that could crush skulls like oranges, the flames and smoke made them 
look like a demon from hell. 


It wasn’t, of course. It was a seven-foot-tall, several-hundred-pound, very angry orca-human 
hybrid, charging straight for Kamakiri. 


“YOU!” Kugo bellowed as he surged through the hole he’d blasted with his sonic emissions. 
Kamakiri, stunned and hurting from that sonic blast already, had no chance to dodge; Kugo ran 
over and through the smaller man, barreling into him hard enough to send the Outcast flying. 
Mezou heard the crunch sound he made when he crashed through another building, and smiled. 


They weren’t done, though. A sudden noise came from further down the street, and both Mezou 
and Kugo whirled to find none other than Kuroiro hauling himself to his feet. Angry-looking burns 
littered his body, as did odd, zigzagging cuts that looked more like the skin had torn than anything 
else; maybe Mezou ripping his still-occupied shirt to pieces had done that. His eyes were full of 
hate. 


“You...you will die,” he spat. “F-for what you’ ve don-” 


His rant was abruptly cut off by a small, green-haired woman landing on him. Powerful legs 
slammed into his head and back, promptly squishing him against the ground and knocking him out. 


“A tempting offer,” Tsu said dryly, “But we’ll pass, thanks.” 


Mezou slumped a little, as worried by Tsu’s presence as he was comforted by it. He wracked his 
exhausted, pain-filled brain for something to say, but found nothing. 


Tsu looked up at him, and a thousand unsaid words flitted across her face, so quickly that Mezou 
knew he was the only one who saw them. She was worried, and upset with him, and angry at the 
men he’d fought, but most of all, she was just relieved he was okay...or mostly okay, at least. 


Tsu made a point of looking him up and down, then said mildly, “Babe, as much as I enjoy it when 
you’re shirtless, it feels a little inappropriate right now, don’t you think?” 


Raising an eyebrow, Mezou glanced down at his bare chest, making his wife snicker. When he 
looked back up, he replied, “Sorry. I got a little bit distracted.” 


Tsu snorted. “Probably. By the way, you will be paying for doing something this stupid later,” she 
informed him. When Mezou looked incredulous, she simply gestured at the burning neighborhood 
around them, making him deflate and nod reluctantly. 


A moment later, Kugo came over to them, dangling a rather limp Kamakiri from one hand. “Now 
this makes all of this worth it,” he chuckled darkly, gesturing to his prize. “Some good old- 
fashioned payback.” 


Tsu rolled her eyes, while Mezou said nothing. Kamakiri, somehow, was still conscious, and 
looked none too pleased about his treatment. He didn’t say anything, though, not even when Kugo 
dropped him on the ground unceremoniously. 


Another thought struck Mezou. He began, “Those people-” 


Tsu laid a hand on his arm. “They’re safe, Mezou,” she told him. “Kugo and I got as many people 
out as we could.” 


Mezou felt himself sigh in relief, slumping as a weight disappeared from his shoulders. That was 
why the screaming had ended-they’d been saved. 


Kugo nodded. “We’ve got you, kid,” he rumbled. “As stupid as it was, they’re all safe now. I 
suppose it worked out.” 


Mezou smiled. “Thank you,” he murmured, swaying a little from exhaustion. Instantly, Tsu was 
there, supporting him. 


“You’re not alone, you know,” she said. “You don’t have to do everything yourself.” 


Mezou snorted, but he knew she was right. He was really bad about that. Almost as bad as Mina, 
insisting that she always had to be self-sufficient, that she always had to be alone to be safe. Well, 
that was a problem for another day. At least Mezou could rest easy now. 


Or at least, until there was an ominous rumble from further down the street. Instantly, all three of 
them were on guard, staring down the smoky road. 


“Don’t like that,” Kugo grumbled. The sounds of fighting were still echoing through the streets, 
but this...this sounded closer. 


Kamakiri chuckled darkly as the rumbling grew closer, closer...then faded. Mezou turned to him, 
still shaky. He was exhausted, spent. He demanded, “What’s so funny?” 


Kamakiri grinned through the blood and ash that coated his face. In the distance, something was 
lurking in the smoke; a shape appeared, the figure of a single man, walking through the streets of a 
burning city, wearing a cloak and a hood that hid his face. 


Kamakiri said, “What? Did you think you were the only one who could call in backup?” 


Kugo, Tsu, and Mezou tensed, eyes locked on the figure. Whoever it was, they didn’t look 
particularly bothered by the smoke, or the fire. They kept coming, the end of their cloak flapping in 
the heat-fueled windstorms spreading fire all across the Depths. 


Mezou stepped forwards, preparing to meet him...but staggered, wobbling as exhaustion caught up 
with him. Kugo and Tsu glanced at each other. A decision was reached instantly. “T’ll handle this 
one,” Kugo growled, stepping forwards. Mezou nodded gratefully, letting Tsu take his arm. 


Kugo charged the figure, crossing the distance between them in seconds; Mezou watched him go. 
Kugo was one of the most powerful fighters Mezou knew; or had been, anyway, before a certain 
green-haired hero blew everyone he’d ever known clear out of the water. Immense strength, 
incredible durability, and the ability to destroy just about anything with that sonic attack. There 
was a reason that Mezou had been shocked to learn that Kamakiri beat him-though now that he’d 
fought Kamakiri himself, he found it plenty believable. Kamakiri was fast, and more than strong 
enough to be a threat to just about anybody. The fact that he apparently wasn’t the one in charge of 
the Outcasts was...worrying. 


Kugo reached the cloaked figure in a blur of speed and power, his massive frame twisting as he 
reared back for a punch. It descended faster than the naked eye could see, strong enough to shatter 
bones, too close to dodge- 


The Outcast didn’t dodge. They caught the punch. 


Mezou’s eyes went wide as, out of nowhere, Kugo found himself wrestling with someone who 
appeared to be just as strong; the figure’s arms were suddenly surrounded in dark, sharp-edged 
shadow, making them even bigger than Kugo’s. Kugo tried to punch with his other arm, but the 
Outcast caught that, too. For a second, they pushed, each trying to overcome the other. Then, 
growling, Kugo leaned his head back, then s/ammed it forwards, making the very air shake as 
waves of force erupted from his head. The Outcast winced and recoiled a little, but withstood it, 
slowly but surely pushing Kugo back, beating him in a battle of raw strength. Mezou had never 
seen anyone do that before. 


The sonic attack failed to hurt Kugo’s opponent, but it did do one thing: bit by bit, it blew back the 
Outcast’s hood, until it suddenly fell away, revealing- 


Tsu gasped, mouth moving but unable to form words. Kugo’s eyes went wide. Kamakiri’s lips 
curled upwards into a relieved smile, as if a prayer for salvation had been answered. 


Mezou crumpled to his knees. 


It shouldn’t have been possible. He was dead. He had to be dead. Six years, Mezou had known it- 
had tried to believe anything else, had tried to lie to himself, had failed. 


But the dark feathers and yellow beak, even wreathed by the congealed shadows that he should 
have recognized from the start, were unmistakable. 


It was Fumikage. 


With a grunt, Fumikage shoved Kugo back, making him stumble, eyes wide as he came up against 
the sheer strength in Fumikage’s surprisingly slim frame. It was a mistake, and the only opening 
Fumikage needed. A hand larger than Tsu’s whole body slammed into the orca-man, then another. 
Kugo was tottering, reeling. Fumikage hit him a third time. He didn’t need a fourth; Kugo went 


flying, landing with a grunt on the hard stone nearby. 


Fumikage strolled out of Mezou’s memories, out of the grave, with the nonchalance of a man 
merely taking a walk. He came to a halt in front of them, a strange look on his face. He looked as if 
he wasn’t sure whether to smile, or cry, or hang his head in shame. 


Mezou was still on his knees. He couldn’t move. For a second, he wondered if this could be Toga, 
like how Mina had said she’d turned into him-but no. One look into Fumikage’s eyes, visible now 
as Dark Shadow receded, dispelled that. Nobody else had that fire in them. Nobody else could sear 
Mezou’s soul with a gaze the way Fumikage was doing right now. 


Mezou wanted to rage. He wanted to scream, or cry, or laugh, or hit something. But he could only 
feel numb, empty. 


Fumi was alive. He was alive. 
He was the leader of the Outcasts. 


Fumikage seemed to be struggling with something similar, but at last, he inclined his head in a nod. 
It wasn’t enough, not for six years, not for anything. But it nearly broke Mezou. 


In a voice that seemed far too formal, and yet broken, Fumikage said, “Hello, Mezou. It’s been a 
long time, hasn’t it?” 
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Mina has something to tell Izuku. 
Things are actually happy for once. 
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A day or so after he’d woken up in that alley with Ejiro grinning down at him, Izuku was already 
back in the office. He fought back the urge to sigh aloud as he held his office phone close to his 
ear, fingertips drumming on the top of his desk. He hated being cooped up in his office. He put up 
with it because it was vital to keeping Aegis running smoothly, and that was vital to being a good 
hero, but that didn’t make it any less unpleasant. 


Speaking of unpleasant, Izuku heard the person on the other end finally stop talking, and took the 
opportunity to jump in. “I’m very sorry, Miss, but I won’t be attending the mayor’s gala,” he said, 
doing his best to avoid letting his irritation show. “With the increasing instability in the lower 
levels, we feel that it’s best to remain focused on-” 


Takao’s PR manager, a woman with a voice that would have been sweet if her constant simpering 
didn’t grate on Izuku’s nerves, interrupted, “The mayor is quite confident in your ability to keep 
things well in hand. Are you really not able to take a single night off for yourself? Besides, if the 
people are worried by this supposed “instability,” wouldn’t it be best for them to see their Number 
One Hero making a public appearance to assure them all is well?” 


Tightly controlling his voice, Izuku replied, “It’s not a matter of taking time off for myself. We 
simply believe that the agency, and the public, would be better served by my presence on the 
ground than at a fancy party, taking pictures with the mayor’s donors.” 


The woman hummed, perhaps unsure how to reply to that. It wasn’t as if she could deny it; both 
she and Izuku knew why Takao wanted Atlas at this party. Election season was coming up, and 
Takao always campaigned on a tough-on-crime platform that heavily emphasized the supposed 
closeness of his relationship with Musutafu’s heroes. In a city that existed in a state of more or less 
perpetual low-level guerilla conflict with the feared mutants of the Depths, Takao was seen as a 


savior; his fifteen-year tenure as mayor had proven to be the most peaceful period in the city since 
before the Underground had been formed. The fact that that “peace” didn’t include the mutants 
regularly targeted by heroes and police...wasn’t seen as a downside. 


To put it mildly, Izuku wasn’t inclined to be a political prop for a man like Takao, and that had 
been before he’d gotten a close look at the conditions the man seemed entirely comfortable 
ignoring. He couldn’t look at Takao without seeing the sneer the man had worn as he spoke of 
mutants, right here in Izuku’s office. He wanted nothing to do with the man. 


Unfortunately for her, the woman tried again. “Mr. Takao will be deeply disappointed to hear 
this,” she began, sounding somewhere between ominous and resigned. “Are you sure you are 
unable to come?” 


Izuku scowled. He opened his mouth to reply, only to close it again as a loud, familiar tapping 
sound came from his window. 


Whirling around, Izuku was...less surprised than he probably should have been to find a slim, 
masked figure knocking on the glass. Indignantly, he gestured to the phone held against his ear, but 
Mina-who else could it possibly be-seemed not to care. She shrugged, then kept knocking. 

Izuku rolled his eyes, then turned away just long enough to say, “I’m afraid I have to go. Tell the 
mayor I sadly won’t be able to make it.” 


He heard the woman start to say something, maybe a protest at the dismissal, but he’d already 
hung up. Sighing with relief at being freed, he rose to his feet, making his way over to the window. 


Izuku tried his best to ignore the warmth pooling in his chest as Mina slipped gracefully into his 
office, ripping off her mask and shaking her short, close-shaven hair free. He was in deep now, and 
he knew it. Every time he saw her, every time those dark, golden eyes turned on him, he fell 
deeper. He couldn’t have escaped it, even if he’d wanted to. 


And yet...he had to hold back, had to fight the part of him that wanted to pull Mina close and hold 
her there. She didn’t feel the same way-how could she? She tolerated him because he’d proven to 
be more than the costume he wore, the costume she hated. There was nothing more than that; not 
in a million years could someone like her fall for the kind of person who represented everything 
she’d been wronged by, everything that kept her down in the dark. 


Izuku shoved his regrets aside. He couldn’t have anything more than what he had now, so it was 
best just to enjoy what he did have-and try not to ruin it. He smiled, feeling brighter and happier in 
Mina’s presence than he ever did outside of it. 


“Hey, Mina,” he said softly, warmly. “How’s it going?” 


She looked at him, and Izuku’s heart clenched. Mina’s face was a mess of emotions; she looked 
tired, and scared, and hopeless, yet a smile spread across her face anyway. Her eyes were shining- 
darkly, yes, tempered by some fear she was clearly fighting to contain, but shining nonetheless. But 
still...the hesitation in her eyes when she looked at him hurt Izuku like a knife to the heart. She’d 
never lose that, would she? She’d always hold back, never forgetting that he was a hero, that he 
could hurt her with impunity. He never would, couldn’t even imagine it, but that didn’t matter. 
Some part of her was always going to be scared of him-and he couldn’t blame her. 


With a sigh, the woman Izuku could finally admit he’d fallen for asked, “Izuku, can we talk?” 


This wasn’t like Mina. She seemed...timid. Unsure of herself. She’d never been like that before. 
Izuku would have said yes anyway, without hesitation, but seeing the way Mina barely seemed 


able to meet his eyes made him concerned enough to not care about the tone of his voice as he 
replied, “Of course, Mina. What’s going on?” 


Mina sighed, still looking uncertain. “Not here,” she said, gesturing at Izuku’s office. “If...that’s 
okay with you?” 


Izuku would have followed Mina to the depths of hell. He knew that now; maybe he’d always 
known it, from the day she took his hand and led him into her world. He nodded immediately. 
Then, to satisfy his curiosity, he asked, “Of course, Mina. Can...I ask what you want to talk 
about?” 


Mina beamed at him, though her body language was still uncertain, still conflicted. She looked like 
she wasn’t sure if she wanted to be next to him or as far away as she could get. The grin on her 
face was a pale shadow of the mischievous smirk she usually wore, but it still made Izuku’s heart 
skip a beat. 


“You'll see,” she replied cryptically. “Now, are you coming or not?” 


She strode back towards the windowsill, tilting her head as if telling him to get moving. Izuku 
sighed to himself, grateful that being his own boss-and a hero who might need to change into their 
costume in a hurry-meant he didn’t have to wear a suit or anything else that might have hindered 
his ability to jump out a window. 


“You sure do love making me jump, don’t you?” he teased fondly, stretching luxuriously as he 
rose. 


Mina had a strange look in her eye as she watched him move. She wasn’t wearing her mask, even 
though she was about to leave again; Izuku realized she almost never did around him anymore, 
even in public where someone might see her. When had that started? She replied, “Oh, you have no 
idea. Now, try to keep up!” 


She launched herself backwards with a whoop, making Izuku grin despite the whirlwind of 
emotions in his chest. For a moment, he could forget all the things that stood between them, all the 
reasons he could never have her, and just...be free. He could shed it all, and love Mina Ashido the 
way she’d always been meant to be loved; wholeheartedly and without regret or fear. 


He was still smiling as he jumped from the window, green lightning surrounding him as he chased 
after her. 


As Mina ran through the city, leaping from roofs and running along walls, she did her best to hold 
her feelings in check. Izuku was running alongside her, keeping pace, the both of them laughing 
and carefree, rejoicing in the joy of moving. And that was dangerous, not because of the risk to 
their bodies, but because of the way it made Mina want more of this. 


She was ready to admit that, to herself if not the world. She wanted Izuku. She wanted to be with 
him, to enjoy the heady rush she always got whenever she saw him. If this was what she felt just 
from running through the city with him at her side, she couldn’t even imagine what it would be like 
to kiss him. 


And that was the problem. Despite Tsu’s words, Mina was scared, dammit. She didn’t know what 
she would do if she got the smallest taste of feeling like this, only to never get another. If he didn’t 
feel the same... 


Then she would pick up the pieces and figure out what to do, she decided, a voice that might have 


been Tsu’s echoing in the back of her mind. It would hurt, so much, but...but she had survived 
worse. She wouldn’t fall to pieces over this. She wouldn’t. 


It was a long way to the place Mina wanted to go; even after crossing the whole second level, they 
still had to take the smugglers’ tunnels up to the first level. There was a place Mina wanted to show 
Izuku, the kind of place she could imagine herself kissing him in. She may not know much about 
what it was like to be in love, may have had no experience with it, but she was determined to do 
this right, dammit. She wasn’t going to waste a chance like this, not when she knew that this kind 
of happiness might be the reward. Ever since she’d met him, she’d felt... lighter. It felt like she’d 
been missing a piece of herself and not even known it; her memories from before she’d found 
Izuku in that alley, on the brink of death, all felt cold somehow, dimmer than these new ones she 
was only just starting to make. 


“Why is it that, after just a month, I already divide my whole life into "before him" and "after 
him?" she thought to herself. 


It was the story of her life, really. She didn't have a past so much as she had an endless series of 
dividing lines in the sand. Before and after, over and over again, each break in the record another 
time when her life had been shattered and remade. No stability, nothing to cling to, nothing but era 
after era, like geological epochs inscribed in her skin, written in stone. 


Before the Depths. After the Depths. Before Fumi. After Fumi. Before and after his death. And 
now...before Izuku, and after Izuku. 


What happened when she ran out of room? Did she even dare hope that this time, it would last? 


Izuku didn’t even hesitate as he followed her into the dark, tangled tunnels, and Mina felt her heart 
swell even more. God, she loved him. Brave and kind and caring, and willing to throw away so 
much to come follow her. Kinder than she thought a hero could be, gentler than any man she’d 
known. If she hadn’t seen his strength for herself, she wouldn’t have believed it. 


The ridiculousness of it made her want to laugh, sometimes. She, a homeless mutant thief, was in 
love with Atlas. It should have been ludicrous, should have been terrifying-and it was. But at the 
same time, it was bright, and hopeful, and insanely, maddeningly real. She loved every second of 
it. 

At long last, the tunnels opened up, revealing a small ledge, like a cleft in the rock. They were high 
above the first level, overlooking it. And the view... 


As they slipped from the narrow tunnel entrance, Mina heard Izuku gasp quietly, and smiled. 


“T found this place a few years ago, looking for a new way up to this level. What do you think?” 
she asked, sitting down and letting her legs dangle over the edge of the cliff. 


It took a long, hushed moment for Izuku to respond; he still seemed stunned into silence. 
“God, Mina,” he whispered. “It’s...amazing.” 


She couldn’t blame him. It was a really nice view. From the entrance to the smuggler’s tunnel, 
high up on the sheer wall, they could see the entirety of the First Level sprawl out beneath their 
feet, jagged spires of masterfully carved rock, mixed with the green of gardens that defied nature 
itself, growing from long-ago tragedy, as if to mock it, beautiful like a dandelion growing through 
concrete. Both Izuku and Mina knew the realities beneath this beautiful, fantastic vista, knew how 
it swept the dark and the undesirable into the corners, papered over it to hide the flaws...but it 


didn’t make this view any less magnificent. This was a city beneath the ground, embodying all that 
that meant, the contradictions and the glories, the victories and the failures; a place carved and 
shaped by humanity, in all its flawed, imperfect, magnificent glory. For every tragedy, a triumph; 
for every beautiful thing, a dark secret. And over it all, the titanic statues of Craton and Faultline 
dueled, tireless gods of light and metal and earth. From up here, Mina felt like the queen of the 
world...or all the world she’d ever known, at least. 


Mina hesitated for a moment, wondering what to say. How could she say this? How could she let 
Izuku know the truth? She decided to make it slow, to do it right. She...needed time to work up the 
courage. 


Slowly, cautiously, she began, “So... ve been thinking.” 


“About what?” Izuku asked, settling down on the edge of the cliff. His legs dangled over the edge 
as he stared out at the city that worshiped him nearly as much as it did the legends cast in bronze 
that dominated the skyline. 


Mina let herself relax beside him, some part of her marveling at how far she’d come, to the point 
where she felt no danger from the Number One Hero sitting beside her. Indeed, she felt safer here 
than she did anywhere else. Once, that realization would have scared her, made her think she 
wasn’t being hard enough. Now, though, she accepted it as logical. Why wouldn’t she feel safe 
next to Izuku? Why wouldn’t she trust him to be good, and kind, and caring? 


Why wouldn’t she love him? 


Mina took a deep breath, then answered, “About what happened the other day. With the cavern 
collapse.” 


She had to start with the truth. If this was going to work...it would start here. No hiding. Not from 
him. 


Izuku nodded slowly, but said nothing. When Mina turned to look at him, she found him staring at 
her close-shorn hair and gleaming horns again; when he realized he’d been caught, he turned red 
and looked away. She snickered at him, baring oddly white teeth. Silly boy; she wanted him to 
look. Her greatest fear was that he wouldn’t, that he would never give her a second glance. 


Both of them sat in silence as the events of the day before returned to them; falling stone and 
crackling thunder and screams of pain and terror filled their minds. 


At last, Mina gathered her thoughts up, and quietly said, “You saved more than a hundred people’s 
lives...and most people will never know about it.” 


Softly, Izuku replied, “I don’t do what I do so people will know my name, Mina.” 


“Then why do you do it?” Mina demanded, fixing Izuku with a firm glare. “What makes you so 
determined to be the Number One Hero?” 


There was as much venom as there always was in Mina’s voice when she said the title, but it was 
aimed at the title, not at the man behind it. That...was new, to both of them. But it made sense. 
Izuku was a hero, and Atlas was a good man, but...Mina refused to believe that she couldn’t love 
Izuku and simultaneously believe that what Atlas did was wrong. She could distinguish between 
the man and the actions...because one of them could change. Had changed. 


For his part, Izuku met Mina’s stare head-on. Something flickered deep in his eyes, and for the first 
time, Mina understood how this shy, fumbling, slightly dorky man could be the Number One Hero 


she’d watched hold the weight of a collapsing cavern on his back. Because there was fire in that 
gaze, the kind that came from willpower so great it could break enemies like ships on a rock, or 
push against the world itself. For the first time, Mina saw what lay at the core of Izuku’s heart, and 
it left her breathless. 


With the certain, steady growl of a man with ironclad conviction, Izuku told her, “I am what I am 
because...because someone has to be. Because if nobody else will stand up when things go wrong, 
when people are in trouble, and say, “7 will not let this happen,” then I will.” 


“Even if you’re alone?” Mina whispered. 
Izuku fixed her with an odd gaze, half smiling and half wistful. 


“T’m never alone,” he replied. “I will never be alone. There’s more good people in this world than 
you think, Mina. And they’Il stand up when they have to.” 


Izuku’s charisma, even in his quiet, understated words, was like a fire raging in Mina’s veins. It left 
her feeling breathless, warm, as if she’d run a hundred miles without stopping or tiring. How could 
she not love him for this? But still, those words burned in her chest, unspoken, determined to get 
out. 


Mina hesitated, letting silence drag on and on as she searched for a way to say what she needed to 
say. At last, staring off into the distance, legs dangling over a gut-hollowing drop, she began, “The 
other day, with the cavern...when you stopped the collapse. I watched you do it. When I saw what 
you’d done...for a moment, I believed in heroes.” 


Izuku was silent; Mina’s words seemed to linger in the air like smoke, heavy and persistent. 


Mina exhaled softly, and continued, “In that moment, when I watched you do something no human 
should ever have been able to...I felt hope. Do you know what that’s like, Izuku? To feel 
something you’d given up on a long time ago suddenly burning in your chest, because of a man 
you used to hate?” 


Softly, doing his best not to react to Mina saying that she used to hate him, Izuku said, “It must 
have felt...very strange.” 


Mina laughed, soft and hollow; it was an odd sound, angry without anger, hateful without hatred. 


“Tt felt awful,” she told him. “I hated it. ve spent all my life not needing hope; I knew how the 
world worked, knew my place in it. Whatever happened, whatever I got, I got because I worked for 
it. | earned everything I had with my own hands. I stopped worrying about how things should 
work, and lived in the real world, accepting things as they were, worrying about surviving first and 
the unfairness of having to survive later. And now, all of that...it’s still there, but now I know what 
hope is like. And I hate it, because it’s something I can never have. Not for long, anyway. Not even 
you can give me that.” 


Mina’s voice trembled, and finally gave out; for a moment, tears threatened to spill from her eyes, 
until she fought them back and plowed onwards. 


“But most of all,” she finished, “I hated it because...because if heroes are real, if people are good 
and kind and all those things you said they are...then what does that make me?” 


Mina’s voice shook, and she hung her head, unable to meet Izuku’s eye. This was the truth., the last 
reason she could think of to hold back, to not take the risk of daring to hope that Izuku might love 
her back. She wasn’t the kind of person who could stand on even footing with him. She was no 


hero, not even a good person. She was paranoid and bitter and hated with a fire that ran deep and 
hot. She’d been a criminal before she turned fifteen. What possible reason did he have to love her, 
when she wasn’t worthy to stand in front of him? 


Izuku’s hand folded over top of hers, soft and tender. Mina didn’t even care about being touched 
without permission; the shock sent her head up again, and she saw the gentle kindness in those soft 
green eyes. 


“Tt makes you a survivor,” Izuku told her softly, with that same certainty he’d spoken of heroes and 
goodness with. “And you were right beside me when I held up the world. You saved those people, 
Mina, not just me. I’ve seen you do incredible things, all to help people. You saved me. You're... 
you’re an amazing person, Mina. I know you are.” 


Mina hadn’t seen the sun in over a decade, but she thought she remembered it feeling like the shine 
of Izuku’s smile as he spoke. It was like a balm on her soul, a blanket for her fears. She wished she 
could wrap herself up in it, never let it go. 


“T-there’s something you need to know,” she whispered. “About me.” 


Izuku’s hand was still on hers. She didn’t want to draw attention to it, in case he took it away. She 
was so unused to physical contact...and yet she didn’t want this to end. 


“You can tell me anything, Mina,” he murmured. “Anything at all. You know that.” 


“Ts it true, though?” she wondered, half terrified, half excited. “What will you do once you know 
the truth?” 


He’d run for the hills. He had to. She was going to ruin everything, break her own heart. 


And yet...what if she didn’t? She teetered on the edge of a knife, scared to move, scared to speak. 
She wasn’t ready for this, had no way of knowing whether she would land safely once she leaped. 
But she had to know. She couldn’t run from it anymore. 


Something snapped in Mina’s chest. She leaped to her feet, adrenaline making her desperate to 
move. She stood, backlit by the golden lights of a city she could never be a part of, met Izuku’s 
gaze as he turned to look at her questioningly, and said, “I...I1’m in love with you.” 


Izuku...didn’t move. He was quiet, frozen, his mouth hanging open just a little. If Mina’s courage 
hadn’t immediately failed her, she could have seen something in his eyes-the sight of the greatest 
hero in all of Japan breaking into a thousand pieces, then reforming in an instant, into a better 
shape, a more hopeful shape. 


Shaking, blinking back tears as the silence held, Mina turned away from the man who didn’t seem 
able to meet her eyes anymore. In a voice tinged with heartbroken irony, she continued, “I...I 
realized it in the alleyway after you stopped the collapse. I...knew you wouldn’t feel the same, but 
I have to say it. It’s...impossible, and pointless, I know that, but I had to tell you. Just so it’s out in 
the open. I don’t expect you to feel the same, but-” 


Izuku was on his feet. When had that happened? One second, he was sitting, frozen, the next he 
was taking up all of Mina’s world, his hand coming up to cup her scarred cheek...only to stop. 


“M-may I?” he asked, in a broken, choked voice. He was trembling, as if he was fighting 
something in his own mind. Mina didn’t understand what he was asking. Her thoughts had totally 
fled. She could almost feel his fingers brushing over her scar from all those years ago, when 
Fumikage had saved her life. She wanted it. Couldn’t he see that? 


““W-what?” she asked, her own voice just as weak and whispery. 


Izuku leaned in closer, and Mina saw his eyes. That look, that Jove, was unmistakable; it made her 
start to tear up, as she understood what he was asking, what he was saying. 


Izuku took a deep breath, both of them shaking like leaves, barely able to speak anymore. He 
asked, “C-can I kiss you? I don’t...don’t want to do something you’re not okay with...but God... I 
love you too, Mina. I’ve known that for a while. I just thought...there was no way you’d be 
interested...” 


Mina’s eyes went wide, and she wanted to laugh hysterically. At the way both of them had 
assumed the other wouldn’t reciprocate, for one, but also at how stupidly kind and perfect Izuku 
was being. She’d literally just confessed to him, and he was still holding back from her boundaries, 
still giving her the power to set the tempo. How the fuck could someone make her fall so deeply 
for him? 


“Yes,” she gasped, fighting desperately for some small amount of sanity, “on...on a few 
conditions. I’m sorry, but...there’s something else I need to say first, if...if you actually want to... 
you know, do this.” 


Izuku’s expression fell a little, the longing in his eyes looking almost painful. Mina could feel it in 
her heart, just as strong. 


She put it aside, even as Izuku’s body remained so close to hers, in a way she’d imagined in some 
dark recess of her mind since she’d known him. She wanted nothing more than to let herself be 
gathered up by Izuku’s arms, but this had to be said. 


“Of course,” he agreed instantly in an effort of unimaginable willpower, eyes skimming across her 
face as if memorizing every detail. “Of course I want you, Mina. I don’t care what form it takes... 
but I want to be with you. [Il listen to anything you need to say.” 


Mina took a deep breath. She...couldn’t believe it. He wanted her. Izuku wanted her. 


“Fuck it,” she decided. She couldn’t fight the instinct to draw close to him anymore. She worked 
herself closer to him, hands trailing across his chest. She felt him shiver under her palm, and let out 
that breath, forcing herself to stay focused. 


“First things first,” she said firmly. “This...whatever we want to call this, it doesn’t mean you get 
to...to control me, okay? Or try and fix me, or anything like that. I know I’m... broken, but-“ 


Gently, oh so gently, Izuku reached for her hand. Understanding, she nodded. Mina didn’t even 
flinch as his fingers, just as scarred as her own, interlaced with hers, folding their hands together. 
There was no distance between them anymore; she could feel the heat coming off his body, and 
wanted more. She wanted to kiss him, needed to kiss him. But she fought it...for now. 


“Please don’t say that about yourself,” Izuku murmured. “You’re not broken. You’re...you’re 
amazing.” 


Mina swallowed down a lump in her throat at the sheer Jove she could feel in Izuku’s voice as he 
spoke. It should have scared her. Why didn’t it scare her? The thought of someone loving her so 
powerfully, so completely, should have been overwhelming; she should have felt suffocated by it. 
Instead, it was the sweetest, warmest feeling she’d ever had. 


Forcing herself to keep speaking, knowing this needed to be said, Mina replied, “I’m only being 
honest, Izuku. I know what I am. And I won’t change that, won’t pretend. Not for you, not for 


anybody.” 


Maybe it was insecurity talking. But Mina didn’t care. She had to say it, had to make it clear that 
she wouldn’t bend, not on this. She was who she was, and her greatest fear was losing herself. She 
didn’t care if Izuku was an abovegrounder, but she wasn’t. She couldn’t be. 


Izuku met her eyes, and there was a layer of steel under the tenderness that once again stole the air 
from her lungs. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, Mina,” he promised. “I don’t want to change 
you. Besides...” 


Izuku let go of her hand for just a moment to roll up a sleeve, revealing burns and scars of his own. 
His arm was pitted and marked with the remnants of a hundred battles, and Mina knew the damage 
wasn’t just skin-deep. 


A man didn’t become a legend without carrying more than his fair share of demons. And Mina 
knew in her bones what Izuku would say, even before he told her, “You’ve got scars...but so do I. 
They may be different...but I understand, better than you probably think I do.” 


Mina couldn’t resist the urge to smile. It was a small thing, shy and weak, but to Izuku, it looked 
like sunrise. 


“T guess so,” she agreed, slowly resting her hands on Izuku’s shoulders, letting him draw her in. 
His lips were getting close again, and Mina was losing the will to deny herself for any longer. 


Part of her wanted to laugh at how insane this was. He actually loved her back. What the hell was 
she doing? How was this going to possibly work? The rest of her didn’t care in the slightest. “Fuck, 
we’re...really gonna try this, aren’t we?” she whispered. It was inescapable, now; she was in his 
arms, she’d confessed, he had too. Inexperienced Mina may have been, but this...she knew this. 
And for the first time, there was no fear. There was just bliss. 


Izuku smiled, clearly just as stunned and ecstatic as Mina was. That expression was more proof 
than Mina could ever need that he did feel the same “Only if you want to,” he reminded her. “But 
Ill take you, scars and blemishes and all. For what you are- always what you are. I love you, 
Mina.” 


“What the fuck am I supposed to say to that?” Mina thought. In the end, there was only one 
response she could ever have. Her hands shifted to Izuku’s face, cupping it, holding it tight as she 
leaned in close. 


“T’ll hold you to that,” she growled, low and heavy, her voice sending shivers down both their 
spines. “Because you’re mine now, and I never plan on letting you go.” 


Izuku smiled again, basking in the way Mina felt in his arms. He couldn’t believe it. Everything he 
thought he’d known about her, about their chances...all of it tumbling down in a few seconds, 
replaced by something he’d barely even dreamed about. 


“Does that mean I can kiss you now?” he asked lightly. They were well and truly entangled at this 
point, a mess of limbs and flushed faces and hearts beating in time, overlooking a city that would 
doubtless be horrified by the sight of them. Neither of them could find space in their hearts to care. 


“Yes,” Mina laughed, her body heating up with every beat of her heart, her anger and her grief and 
her bitterness falling away-not forever, maybe, but that didn’t matter. Here, she didn’t need to wear 
it like armor. Here, she could let herself be vulnerable. And that was a victory of the highest order. 
For the first time, she understood why Tsu had told her not to bottle her feelings up. The thought of 


hiding from this was unbearable. Barely a minute of really, truly loving, and she already felt like 
the world had changed forever. It hadn’t, of course, but for now, she could pretend. 


When their lips met, it was finding where they belonged, at long last. 
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Even after that first kiss ended, the heady rush of finally confessing still ruled both Izuku and 
Mina’s thoughts. They tangled together, lips meeting again and again on that ledge above the 
Underground. 


They lost track of time up there, kissing like it was the end of the world. Neither of them could 
quite believe that this was real. It felt too perfect, like a dream that could never be realized. And 
yet, it was real. 


Mina felt like her blood was on fire as she grabbed fistfuls of Izuku’s shirt, dragging him in and in 
until there was no space left between them. His arms were around her, protecting, securing, 
claiming. She never wanted them to leave. 


It was the first time Mina had ever felt desire this powerful. She’d never allowed herself to get 
anywhere close to this entangled with somebody; her whole world had been survival and fear, with 
no space to let her guard down. Well, now it had come crashing down, and she had no chance of 
raising it again, not when Izuku’s lips were still on her own. 


They shifted again, and Mina’s back hit the stone with a jolt that stole what little breath she had. 
She realized that Izuku was filling her whole world, the sight of him-so much bigger and stronger 
than her-blotting out the light as he loomed over her. Her legs were wrapped around his waist; 
when had she done that? 


Mina braced herself for the rush of panic that her subconscious should have had when getting 
pinned to a wall by a much stronger man; even if it was Izuku, some survival instincts were just too 
strong for a single day to wipe away. Sure enough, it came, making her body tense for a fraction of 
a second, her breath hitching as a whine escaped her lips, swallowed up by Izuku’s a second later. 


“Dammit,” she thought, brutally crushing the irrational fear, hoping desperately Izuku hadn’t 
noticed. “Why can’t I be better? Why am I broken like this?” 


She just wanted to kiss Izuku-whatever he was to her-without the reminders of the life she’d led. 
She wanted to be the kind of girl he could love without making her panic. She wanted to enjoy this, 
not be afraid of it. Was that too much to ask? 


Despite Mina’s best attempts to hide her reaction, Izuku noticed the way she hesitated, the brief 
moment when she went rigid under his hands. Instantly, he froze, breaking the kiss to look at her 
with tender concern. He asked, “Are you okay, Mina?” 


Mina blushed, kicking herself. She was ruining it already! “Yeah,” she replied quickly-too quickly. 
“Tm fine. Just...habit, I guess.” 


Izuku frowned. On some level, he seemed to have already guessed what had caused Mina’s 
reaction; he quickly stepped away from the wall, arms pulling back a little to give her space. She 
appreciated that, she really did, but she hated the fact that she felt better now that she wasn’t 
pinned to the wall. If that was how Izuku wanted to kiss her, he should have been able to, right? 
She certainly didn’t mind the way it showed just how much he loved her. And yet...she’d fucked it 
up already. 


Seeing the concern on Izuku’s face, Mina rushed to say, “It’s fine, it really is. I just... 
subconsciously panicked a little, I think. Old instincts, that’s all. I’m sorry I ruined it.” 


Izuku stared at her, the look in his eye making Mina worried. He stepped forwards, hand reaching 
out to brush along Mina’s cheek. Just before it made contact, though, he paused for a moment, 
clearly wondering if he should ask. Mina grit her teeth. For this, he never needed to ask. She could 
do that much without flinching, without hesitating, without being broken. Ever so slightly, she 
nodded, leaning forward into the touch until Izuku’s fingers were stroking her scarred flesh. 


Voice steady and strong, but still tender, Izuku began, “You didn’t ruin it at all, Mina. Don’t 
apologize for not feeling comfortable with certain things. [Il always listen and make sure you’ re 
happy, I promise-” 


Izuku’s voice cut off abruptly with an audible gulp, his eyes locked on her face. Mina forced down 
the fear that bubbled up in her gut. 


“Tzuku?” she asked timidly, worried. Had he seen something about her that was making him 
reconsider this? Did he realize she didn’t deserve to love the greatest man in Japan? Had he 
recognized just how ugly she really was- 


“Y-your cheeks,” he stammered gently, eyes wide. “Your blush, it’s...” 


Finally recognizing the burning warmth in her cheeks for what it was, Mina sighed. No hiding 
from it now, she guessed. Just another way she wasn’t human enough for this. 


“Purple, yeah,” she confirmed, trying desperately to suppress the blood flow in her cheeks. It didn’t 
work. The warmth of this love, the way her body was pressed against Izuku’s, the things she 
wanted to do to him...there was no way even she could stop herself from blushing. 


Izuku swallowed hard, staring at Mina’s face. Sure enough, her cheeks, instead of blushing red, 
blushed purple, a deep shade that looked beautiful on her smooth pink skin, even with the red gash 
that was her scar obscuring some of it on one side of her face. It was unexpected, unique, perfect, 
and completely, utterly- 


“Gorgeous,” he breathed, fingers tracing her cheek, trembling a little as a whole new wave oflove 
surged through him. “It’s beautiful, Mina.” 


Mina blinked. Confusion rushed through her. Had he just...called her beautiful? That wasn’t...she 
definitely wasn’t. You had to look human to be beautiful. She was just... weird-looking. Monstrous. 


Softly, she replied, “You don’t have to lie to me, Izuku. I know I’m not very pretty. Even without 
this scar, I’m-” 


Izuku couldn’t even wait long enough to let her finish a statement soblatantly wrong. He wrapped 
her up in his arms again, silencing her with a long, deep kiss that did its best to tell her how 
amazing she was without words. She melted into it without hesitation; despite all her insecurities, 
she couldn’t turn down something so loving, so overpowering. 


Just in case she hadn’t gotten the message, when Izuku broke the kiss, he muttered fiercely, “You 
are gorgeous, Mina. Scar and all. I don’t care how you look compared to anybody else. You’re the 
most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.” 


Mina couldn’t find it in her heart to argue, not when she could feel how sincere and heartfelt 
Izuku’s words were. Somewhere in her chest, a tiny spark of faith grew. Maybe he was right. It was 
the first time anyone had ever called her beautiful-the first time anyone had believed it, probably. 


Laughing softly, Mina murmured, “Jesus. Five minutes of being with you, and my insecurities are 
already trying to ruin it.” 


Izuku snorted. “I won’t let them,” he assured her. “I love you, Mina, no matter what you think of 
yourself. Besides, even if you weren’t gorgeous, you’d look like it next to me.” 


Mina blinked. “Um...what?” she asked, staring at Izuku’s stupidly handsome face. 


Izuku’s smile faded into confusion. “You know, because I’m plain?” he replied, though he phrased 
it more like a question. 


Mina’s eyes suddenly blazed with intensity as she leaned in, finger jabbing at Izuku’s collarbone as 
she snapped, “You better be joking, Izuku. You’re literally the most handsome man in Japan.” 


Izuku stared at her, eyes uncomprehending. Mina felt like screaming as she yanked herself free 
from his embrace, turning to the rock wall and leaning against it as she let out a long, deep breath. 
Then another. 


When she spun back to face him, Mina said, “Okay. So. I guess we’re just both insecure morons 
when it comes to how we look.” 


Izuku finally managed to shove his lingering fears from his quirkless past back into the box he’d 
trapped them in for a decade, and nodded in amused agreement. “You’re probably right,” he 
admitted. “Now...do you still think that having boundaries will make me stop loving you?” 


Mina looked shocked and more than a bit irritated for a second, but she sighed and replied, “If I 
admit that I do, you’re going to stand there and pick apart my stupidity piece by piece, aren’t you?” 


Izuku nodded. 


Mina couldn’t keep the tender smile off her face as she said, “You’re something else, Izuku. I... 
can’t promise anything, but I'll do my best.” 


“That’s all I want,” Izuku told her, walking forward to hold her close again-gently, leaving space 
for her to react, and not pinning her up against anything. “Just...come to me whenever you feel like 
that, okay? I promise V'll always listen.” 


Mina nodded, basking in the glow of being held, relishing every bit of love she could soak up. She 
could feel guilt clawing at her-but not from her insecurities. No, this was from something else. 


“Tzuku,” she said softly. “We still need to talk. About a lot of things.” 


Izuku, surprisingly, seemed to understand immediately. “You're right,” he agreed. “But how about 
we do it somewhere more comfortable?” 


Mina couldn’t think of many places more comfortable than Izuku’s arms, but she nodded anyway. 
She didn’t want to sully this beautiful view with the kinds of conversations she needed to have with 
Izuku. “Okay,” she said. “Your office, then?” 


Izuku nodded, and Mina went to slip from his arms, only for Izuku to tighten his arms and say, 
“How about we go back my way, instead? It’d be faster.” 


Mina paused, raising an eyebrow. “The Elevators?” she asked. “I thought that route was only 
available to heroes in an emergency.” 


Izuku grinned. “Technically, yes,” he agreed. “But the operators don’t really ask questions...and 
anyway, I figure a talk with my girlfriend counts as an emergency.” 


Mina...probably should have objected, out of fear of discovery if nothing else. But the rush of 
warmth she got from Izuku calling her his girlfriend was too powerful for that...and besides, the 
thought of getting to hold onto Izuku like that was very appealing. 


“Alright,” she sighed, happily clambering onto his back. “Let’s go, boyfriend.” 


The whoop of joy they both let out as Izuku leaped from the ledge towards the city below was 
quite a bit louder than normal. 


The trip back to Aegis was exhilarating, if much shorter than Mina’s previous experience with the 
Elevators. Part of that was the sheer joy of holding on to Izuku; it was real, tangible proof that this 
was actually happening. She was still struggling to believe that. Next to the warmth of him under 
her hands, all her fears seemed tiny and distant. 


They slipped through the window into Izuku’s office, and Mina regretfully let go of Izuku. This 
room, the whole building even, had always felt hostile to her before, as if it were enemy territory; 
in a lot of ways, it was. But now, she could feel Izuku’s fingerprints all over it, in the pictures on 
the walls, in the simple, comfortable furniture, in the messy but efficient look of his desk. Mina 
was shocked by how safe she felt in this room. Was that why she hadn’t bothered wearing her mask 
in here for so long? 


She was jolted from her thoughts by Izuku closing the window, then crossing the room to sink into 
a cozy leather armchair with a relieved sigh. With a gentle, tender expression, he gestured towards 
the identical chair next to him. 


Mina thought for a second, tempted by the sinfully comfortable-looking chair, but even more 
tempted by something else. 


“T still get nervous when we’re kissing,” she thought, “but maybe I just have to...do things on my 
terms.” 


Mina made her decision. Ignoring the chair Izuku was pointing out, she grinned playfully as she 
strode across the room and pointedly laid in Izuku’s lap, throwing her legs over the side of the 


chair as Izuku grunted with surprise at the unexpected weight. 


“Mina?” he asked softly, clearly confused. She’d gone from being tense and timid in his arms to 
happily throwing herself into his lap in the span of the handful of minutes the trip back here had 
taken, it made sense that he’d be a little lost. 


She rolled her eyes as she cuddled up to him. “I know you want to make sure you respect my 
boundaries,” she told him, one hand stroking his collarbone. “But if I start something, it’s definitely 
within those boundaries, alright? [’Il let you know where the line is, I promise.” 


Izuku nodded, smiling at her. “Of course,” he agreed, arms gently wrapping around her waist, 
drawing her closer. Mina smiled happily, even as she braced herself for the hard conversation 
ahead. These things needed to be said-if she was going to do this, was going to let herself love a 
hero, then she wanted to do it right. 


“So,” Izuku asked, “What do you want to talk about?” 


Mina gestured at the two of them, lying there in that chair, already wrapped up in each other. 
“This,” she answered. “Us. How this is going to... work.” 


Izuku nodded, though his expression was still confused. “Work how?” he asked. 


Mina sighed, turning to pierce Izuku with an intense golden gaze. “Izuku,” she said quietly, 
“You’re a hero, and I’m a mutant thief. We may be in love, but...that’s a big gap to bridge, you 
know? There are a Jot of problems that I...don’t want to get in the way of this. I want this to...to 
last, Izuku. I’m serious about this. About you.” 


Izuku smiled softly, looking touched at Mina’s admission. “I am too, Mina,” he replied, sending 
thrills through her heart. “And whatever you need to say, I'll listen. But I want you to know that I 
don’t care what you are or where you come from. I love you.” 


Mina’s chest felt like it would burst, but she forced herself to stay focused. “I love you too,” she 
responded. “But...look, I trust you. I know you would never hurt me on purpose. The thing is, 
that’s not what I’m worried about. I’m worried about...well, I’m worried about a lot of things, but 
especially the fact that you’re one of the most famous and recognizable people in all of Japan, and 
I’m just a homeless thief.” 


Izuku nodded slowly. “Are you worried about how different our lives are?” he asked, 
understanding slowly dawning on him. 


Mina shrugged. “Sort of,” she replied. “I’m more worried about what would happen if...if people 
found out about us.” 


Izuku’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t care what others think,” he assured her. “If anyone says or does 
anything, I'll deal with them. I don’t care who it is. The media, other heroes, the public-I’ll deal 
with them.” 


Mina smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Softly, she asked, “I know how brave you are, Izuku... 
but what about me?” 


Izuku blinked. “What do you mean?” he asked, looking ready to hit something. 


Mina sighed. Typical Izuku. Cavalier about things that posed a risk to him personally...and willing 
to move heaven and earth if anyone else suffered even a mild inconvenience. Softly, she said, “If 
the media or whoever finds out that we’re...together...they’ll come for me. They’ ll try and learn 


everything they can about me, then rip me apart. Or they’ll try and turn me into some sort of 
symbol-and I won’t get to choose what I’m a symbol of: Anyone with an axe to grind, anyone with 
an agenda-they’ll make sure I become a weapon to hurt you, or an ornament to make you look 
better. And I don’t want that. Any of that. So...can we keep this secret? Please?” 


Izuku...hesitated. He replied, “I...wish I could disagree, Mina. But you’re right. As much as I wish 
I could shout how much I love you from the rooftops...I don’t want to put you through that. We’ ll 
keep this a secret. Though...can I at least tell some of my friends?” 


Mina thought for a moment. At last, she answered, “If you trust them to keep the secret...I guess. I 
don’t know how they’ Il respond, though, and I don’t want to force you to choose between them and 
me.” 

Izuku drew her deeper into his arms. “They’re good people, I promise,” he told Mina. “They’ Il 
accept it.” 


Mina let out a shaky breath. She hoped so. “If you say so,” she said. “I don’t know how they’ Il take 
the news that you’re in love with a mutant street rat...” 


As she trailed off, Izuku’s arm tightened around her waist, just a little. He told her, “You don’t 
need to stay on the streets anymore, Mina. I’ve got plenty of room in my apartment, if you wanted 
10x." 


Izuku trailed off, seeming to realize what he was offering mid-sentence. Mina found herself... 
conflicted. 


She began, “I...I don’t know, Izuku. That feels like...like I’d be putting myself in your power, you 
know? And even though I trust you...that’s a big step to take. But...” 


Mina, too, found herself trailing off as something else came back to her. Tsu had told her that she 
couldn’t stay in the Depths, hadn’t she? The cavern was burning, the whole place was being torn 
apart by a war...and one of the main parties in that war wanted to kill her. 


Mina hadn’t forgotten any of that, exactly, but it hadn’t really been in the forefront of her mind 
either. She’d been so worried about confessing to Izuku, and then so wrapped up in the rush of the 
revelation that he felt the same, and then so determined to start things off right that she just... 
hadn’t thought of it. 


Guilt flooded her. Tsu and Mezou had been charging into danger, and she’d been more worried 
about the boy she liked than them. She didn’t even know if her oldest friends were okay, if the 

place she had lived for years was safe for her. and here she was curled up in Izuku’s lap. Some 

friend she was. 


Mina felt Izuku’s hand on her shoulder, jostling her from her thoughts. She realized that he looked 
worried; she’d just stopped speaking, and grown a distant, scared look on her face. 


“Mina? What’s wrong?” he asked. 


Mina sighed, forcing her concerns from her mind. She...didn’t have anywhere else to go, did she? 
“Nothing, Izuku,” she said. 


He looked skeptical. “That didn’t look like nothing,” he pointed out. “If you don’t want to tell me, I 
understand, but if something’s bothering you, I want to know.” 


Mina closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. Izuku was right. If she was going to do this, if they 


were going to do this, they couldn’t lie or hide things. She opened her eyes again, and admitted, 
“Sorry, Izuku. I should have told you earlier. There’s a war going on in the Depths right now...and 
it’s really not safe for me to be down there. Mezou and Tsu think I should leave.” 


Izuku’s eyes widened. “Oh,” he breathed, filing that information away before another thought 
struck him. “Why can’t they take you in, just for a little while.” 


Mina sighed. “You don’t understand,” she explained. “It’s not safe for me, personally. One of the 
groups fighting wants to kill me.” 


Izuku flinched. For a second, Mina thought she saw green lightning flicker across his skin, jumping 
to her, wrapping protectively around her like a second cloak. It should have scared her... but it 
didn’t. 


“Why?” he asked, sounding scared. Scared and angry. Mina wasn’t sure whether to be offended or 
touched by his protectiveness. 


“Because of you,” she answered quietly. “Because I brought you to the Depths.” 


Izuku’s eyes went wide. He looked stunned, agony at having put her in danger showing plainly on 
his face. He began, “God, Mina, I’m so sorr-” 


She put a finger against his lips. “Don’t you start,” she hissed. “This isn’t your fault, you hear me? 
I made the choice, and I knew the risks. I don’t regret it, either. I’d do it again in a heartbeat.” 


Izuku fell quiet after that-though only for a moment. Soon, he pleaded, “Please, Mina, come stay 
with me. I could never live with myself if something happened to you.” 


Mina still hesitated. Izuku was offering her something precious, something she’d always craved- 
safety. But still, she grew nervous at the thought of the power it would give him over her. 


That was what it came down to, in the end. Power. Izuku had so much more of it than she did-his 
quirk, yes, but his wealth, his reputation, his fame...in every way, the difference between them 
was unimaginably vast. If he wanted to hurt her, it would be so easy for him-even easier if she was 
living with him. She loved him, she really did...but that kind of power was hard for her to ignore. 


Then again, did she have a choice? The only other place she’d ever been safe in...no longer was. 
Tsu and Mezou couldn’t protect her, not from this. And besides...Mina trusted Izuku. She could 
see it in his eyes-he would sooner die than hurt her. The mere thought of inadvertently exposing 
her to risk had nearly brought him to tears. That knowledge didn’t soothe all her fears...but it 
helped. 


Mina hesitated. Slowly, she said, “I...I don’t know. I don’t want to be in your debt.” 


Izuku’s eyes shone with urgency, though they were muted by love and gentle understanding. He 
reached up with the hand that wasn’t around her waist to cup her cheek, and Mina sighed into the 
touch all over again. He was so warm, and kind, and gentle. She was safe with him. She knew it. 


“T’ve told you before, Mina. I don’t keep debts,” Izuku reminded her. “As far as I’m concerned, 
neither of us owes anything to each other. I’m not offering this because I expect you to pay me back 
or something. I’m offering because I love you, and I want to keep you safe. It’s okay if you don’t 
want to-I understand why you might be nervous about it. We’ll figure something else out. But 
please, don’t think that you owe me anything. You don’t.” 


Mina smiled, eyes glistening with light. “Thank you, Izuku,” she murmured. There, in that 


moment, she made her decision. “I...okay. P’ll come stay with you, at least for a little while.” 
Izuku beamed. “Thank you, Mina,” he whispered. “I won’t betray your trust.” 


Mina couldn’t help the lightness in her heart. “God,” she said quietly. “Of course Id fall in love 
with the most stupidly honorable man in the world.” 


Izuku snorted. “Of course /’d fall in love with the most unique woman in the world,” he shot back, 
earning himself an amused grin from Mina. Seized by a sudden whim, she leaned in close. 


“You, Izuku Midoriya,” she whispered in his ear, enjoying the shiver that ran down his spine from 
the tickle of her breath on his skin, “are a sappy, lovey-dovey idiot. And I love you for it.” 


Izuku didn’t reply with words. Instead, he reached around Mina’s waist, pulling her tight, hauling 
her up until she was straddling him, her face pressed against his. It was the most natural thing in 
the world for her to kiss him hungrily. Soon, they were both lost in their own world, letting the kiss 
deepen and deepen, sucking them both down into a whirlwind of heat and love with no end- 


A loud, sharp knock on the door broke them from their reverie. Both Izuku and Mina looked up 
with a startled, deer-in-headlights look as the unmistakable voice of Ejiro came from the other side 
of the unlocked door. 


“Hey, bro!” the redhead shouted cheerfully. “I’ve got more paperwork for you to do!” 
Izuku and Mina glanced at each other, their brains acting in perfect unison. “Shit,” they thought. 


Mina stayed frozen, while Izuku fought to get himself under control just long enough to shout 
back, “H-hold on a second, Ejiro! Don’t come in yet!” 

Predictably to anyone who had ever known Ejiro Kirishima, the man immediately replied, “What’s 
that? Come in right this second?” and barged through the door with ease. 


The loud noise startled Mina, who, fueled by panic, managed to leap straight up and grab at the 
ceiling, melting handholds and footholds into it thanks to already-acid-coated hands. Izuku 
scrambled to escape from the chair, hoping desperately to pretend like nothing was out of the 
ordinary. 


Unfortunately, it didn’t work. Ejiro opened the door to find his startled best friend in the middle of 
a hot and heavy makeout session, a woman hanging upside down on the ceiling, and Izuku himself 
looking extremely terrified while blushing a deep, vivid red. 


“Well,” Ejiro said, actually looking mildly embarrassed for once, “This is awkward.” 
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Izuku was frozen, staring at Ejiro. Mina was still hanging off the ceiling, clearly startled and 
panicking, and Izuku could only imagine what his best friend was thinking. 

“T...I can explain,” he began, stepping forwards. 
Ejiro chuckled. “I don’t think you need to, buddy,” he replied. 
Izuku paused. “I...don’t?” he said, confused. 


“T mean, this sorta speaks for itself, doesn’t it?” Ejiro answered, gesturing at the scene in front of 
him. “You’ve been holding out on me.” 


Izuku somehow turned even redder. “I d-don’t know what you’ re talking about,” he stammered. 


Kjiro rolled his eyes. “Izuku, buddy,” he said. “You do realize how shitty you are at lying, right? 
It’s been obvious that you’re hiding something for a while. And as far as things to be hiding go, a 
secret relationship is pretty damn classic.” 


Izuku winced. That was a good point. “So you knew?” he asked. 


Ejiro shook his head. “I figured you were up to something like this,” he admitted, “but digging 
around in people’s business ain’t manly. I figured you’d tell me when you were ready for me to 
know.” 


A sigh of relief escaped Izuku’s lips. This whole situation was a mess...but at least it was Ejiro that 
had found them, and not someone else. This was salvageable. 


“T’m sorry you had to find out like this,” he said. 


Ejiro shrugged. “It’s not your fault,” he said, eyes twinkling. “Though you have earned every bit of 
teasing you’re gonna get.” 


Izuku groaned. “Oh God,” he muttered. “You’re never going to let me live this down, are you?” 
“Nope.” Ejiro confirmed, his voice cheery and his smile bright. 


Shaking his head, Izuku realized he should probably be worrying about his girlfriend. Turning to 
where she’d launched herself onto the ceiling, he said, “It’s okay, Mina. You can come down. 
Ejiro’s trustworthy.” 


Mina hesitated for a moment, still nervous and none too pleased about getting walked in on. Still, 
nobody was yelling, and Izuku clearly trusted Red Riot not to freak out. Mina took a deep breath, 
then let go of the handholds she’d melted into the ceiling-Izuku was probably gonna be grumpy 
about that later-and landed lightly in a crouch. Rising to her feet, she pushed her hair back from her 
eyes with an annoyed huff. She muttered, “Is it too much to ask to have a few minutes of privacy? 
All I want is one chance to-” 


Mina froze, cutting herself off as she heard Ejiro’s good-natured chuckling turn into a shocked gasp 
mid-breath. She raised her eyes to meet his, realizing that she wasn’t wearing her mask. She hadn’t 
been wearing it around Izuku for days now-she hadn’t even thought about it. And once her hood 
had fallen back around her shoulders, there was nothing hiding her pink skin and horns from Ejiro. 


Izuku, for his part, was just as panicked as Mina, realizing a second too late that Ejiro didn’t know 
Mina was a mutant. 


Ejiro twitched, as though he wanted to move but wasn’t sure what direction to go. His eyes were 
locked on Mina’s, his earlier amusement vanishing behind a wall of surprise and confusion. 


“Holy shit,” he said softly, caught so utterly off guard that he obviously didn’t know how to react. 


Mina flinched. This was why she had hoped to keep their relationship a secret as long as possible. 
Izuku may think the best of his friends-of everyone, really-but Mina had had too many people look 
at her with hate and distrust to trust strangers anymore. Izuku may have been able to see past her 
appearance, but there was no way other heroes would, let alone the aboveground public. 


Ejiro turned to Izuku and said disbelievingly, “You’re dating a-” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow at Ejiro’s tone. The slightest flicker of lightning escaped him as he 
crossed his arms and interrupted, “Yes.” 


Perhaps recognizing that he was on the verge of saying something he’d probably regret, Ejiro 
caught himself, taking a deep breath. He still couldn’t look away from Mina, or the way Izuku was 
now standing between him and her. Maybe that was what gave him pause-or maybe it was the 
unmistakable fear in Mina’s eyes, the way she seemed to be bracing herself for a fight. 


Ejiro closed his eyes for a second, visibly centering himself. Then, he asked, “Izuku, can we talk? 
Outside, I mean.” 


Izuku hesitated, looking back at Mina. To his surprise, he found her nodding. 
“Go ahead, Izuku,” Mina told him. 


Still, Izuku looked uncertain. “Are you sure?” he asked quietly. “You'll be okay?” 
Mina heard the question he didn’t ask, the one written in his worried gaze: “Will you run away 


again?” 


She wanted to. The window was right there, she could be gone in a flash the moment that door 
closed behind Ejiro and Izuku. It would let her get away, free her from this suffocating room that 
felt like it was accusing her of being all the things she knew she was; a thief, a monster. 


But she couldn’t run. Not this time. For the first time, she'd leave behind something important, 
something vital; Izuku. For him, Mina could stay. She could stop running. 


It should have been a momentous decision, her choosing not to run. It wasn’t. It barely felt like a 
choice at all. Mina had already chosen the moment she told Izuku she loved him. She was 
committed to this path now; committed to him, to finding a way to bridge their worlds. She found 
that that made everything easier. 


Mina let out a sigh, and nodded. “T’ll be fine,” she assured him. “I'll be right here when you get 
back.” 


Izuku met her eyes, and smiled softly. The sight of it made Mina’s chest so warm, she thought 
she’d catch fire. 


Ejiro had a strange look on his face as Izuku leaned in to kiss Mina softly, but he didn’t say a word. 
Izuku straightened again, meeting his best friend’s gaze, seemingly challenging him to say 
something. 


“Alright then,” Izuku said. “Let’s talk.” 


Ejiro and Izuku slipped out of Izuku’s office, closing the door-and making sure it was locked this 
time-before they headed down the hall. They’d only made it thirty feet before Ejiro turned and 
slammed his hand against the wall, stopping Izuku in his tracks. 


“So,” Ejiro began, voice ominously calm, “‘you’re dating a mutant.” 


Izuku forced himself to stay just as calm as his friend, though he didn’t feel it. Internally, he was a 
mess, torn between his friendship and his newfound relationship, desperately hoping that he 
wouldn’t have to choose one or the other. He hoped Ejiro wasn’t going to do that to him-they’d 
been friends far too long for something like this to pose such a threat-but he was afraid nonetheless. 


What Izuku was more concerned about was the anger boiling in his chest. Mina was scared and 
hurting because of Ejiro, and even though he couldn’t blame Ejiro for what had happened, Izuku 
was still having to fight to keep his cool. What a fucking mess. Barely an hour of being in a 
relationship, and Izuku was already screwing up. 


“Yes,” he replied, arms still crossed over his chest. “Is that a problem?” 


Ejiro held his gaze for a moment, studying him. Izuku didn’t flinch. He didn’t care what people 
thought. He loved Mina, period. 


Ejiro let out a deep breath, then shook his head. “Of course not,” he said, “But come on, Izuku. Do 
you really think that this is a good idea?” 


Izuku frowned. “How is it not?” he asked. “I love her, and she loves me. As far as I’m concerned, 
that’s more than good enough.” 


Ejiro opened his mouth to speak, only to catch himself. As Izuku waited expectantly, Ejiro seemed 


to soften a little bit. “I was going to ask if you were sure about that,” he admitted quietly, “but...no. 
I don’t know her, but I do know you. If she was using you, you’d know.” 


Izuku scowled. He began, “Are you implying she’s-” 


Ejiro held up a hand, and Izuku stopped. “I’m not,” Ejiro answered. “That was the whole point. 
But dammit, can you see why I’m so surprised right now? I never thought you’d suddenly fall in 
love with a mutant like that.” 


“Her name is Mina,” Izuku growled, eyes narrowing. 


Ejiro met Izuku’s gaze levelly. “Mina, then,” he corrected himself. “But seriously, Izuku, I feel like 
you owe me an explanation right now. How the hell did that happen? More importantly, how did I 
miss it?” 


Izuku sighed, then answered, “She’s the one who saved my life.” 
Ejiro’s eyes went wide. “Seriously?” he asked. Izuku nodded. 


Ejiro cursed under his breath. “That day you disappeared to go look for them alone,” he realized, 
putting the pieces together. “You actually caught... her.” 


“Yeah,” Izuku confirmed. “She took off her mask, and caught me off guard...almost exactly like 
what happened to you, actually.” 


Ejiro snorted. “You probably handled it better than I did,” he joked. “Seeing as you’re dating her 
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now. 


Izuku sucked air in between his teeth, remembering that day, then shook his head. “Uh...not 
really,” he admitted. “It took a Jong time for her to trust me.” 


“So, every time you disappeared, it was to go...meet up with her?” Ejiro said, smirking softly. 


Izuku reddened. “Not like, uh, that,” he corrected, “But...yeah. She...actually helped with the 
whole Toga thing.” 


Ejiro raised an eyebrow. “So she was the informant, then,” he said understandingly. “I see.” 


Izuku nodded. “The whole... romance part of this is still really new,” he admitted. “We’ re trying to 
figure it out together, but...that’s kinda hard when human battering rams keep barging into my 
office.” 


Ejiro winced. “Fair,” he conceded. 


Slowly, the deadly-serious air faded from the conversation. Izuku found himself relaxing as he 
filled Ejiro in on the details of what he’d been hiding from him for weeks. The weight of his guilt 
gradually vanished, and he began to hope that Ejiro wouldn’t hold a grudge. 


After a long moment of silence, Izuku asked, “So...are we good?” 


Ejiro nodded. “I don’t know her, and I’m not entirely sure I trust her,” he admitted, “But I do trust 
you, and you clearly love her. Besides, it ain’t my place to tell you who not to date. If she’s willing 
to put up with your shit, I certainly don’t mind.” 


Izuku snorted. “Thanks,” he said softly. 


“That being said,” Ejiro added, looking regretful. “There is one other problem this is gonna cause.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “What?” he asked. 
Ejiro shot him a look loaded with meaning. “The press,” he replied. “Hell, the public in general. 
The moment the world finds out about her...” 


Izuku winced. He knew that damn well. It would be a disaster-and Mina knew it too. 
“Yeah,” he agreed. 


“It'll be a shitstorm,” Ejiro continued. “The press will tear you, her and the rest of us apart. I know 
you love her...but you need to be ready for that. Are you?” 


No. No they weren’t. Mina would crumple under that sort of pressure, and Izuku was all too aware 
of it. She didn’t want to be a symbol, not like he was-and she would become a symbol of 
something, the moment her relationship with him became known. 


Izuku grimaced. “Why do you think we’re hoping to keep this secret?” he asked. 


Ejiro gave Izuku a regretful look. “You can’t keep this secret,” he reminded Izuku. “Not forever. 
You gave up your privacy when you became the Number One Hero, you know that.” 


Izuku nodded. “I just...wish that I didn’t,” he admitted. “For Mina’s sake.” 

For a moment, the look in Ejiro’s eyes was unreadable. Then, he said, “Ill help you keep a lid on 
this for as long as we can, so you guys have time to get ready. Just...don’t hide from this, Izuku. 
We both know you can’t.” 


Izuku sighed heavily. “Okay,” he agreed. 


A moment later, Ejiro’s expression shifted again. Grinning lightly, he said, “Mind if we head back? 
Id like to try this whole “meeting the girlfriend” thing again.” 


Izuku winced, but said nothing. The two of them walked back down the hall-considerably less 
upset than they had been going the other direction-and found Mina waiting for them in one of the 
chairs in Izuku’s office. She hopped to her feet, worry plain in her eyes. She still wasn’t wearing 
her mask, which surprised Izuku...but then, he supposed that there wasn’t much point to it now. 


“Ts...everything okay?” she asked softly, clearly nervous. It broke Izuku’s heart to see how worried 
she still was. She clearly thought Ejiro hated her. 


Still, he was able to smile and tell her the truth. “Absolutely,” he replied, stepping forwards to pull 
her close. He could feel her relax in his arms, and another wave of warmth spread through him as 
she pulled him close for a kiss. 


A loud cough interrupted them a moment later, making both of them look up sheepishly as Ejiro 
closed the door. 


“T’m not sure whether I want to smile or vomit more,” he cracked. 


Chuckling a little at that, Izuku and Mina pulled apart a little, just enough for Ejiro to step forwards 
with an apologetic expression. 


“Uh...sorry about what happened earlier,” he told her, extending a hand. “You just...surprised me 
a little.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. Part of her-the part that held grudges like nobody’s business-was tempted 
to just ignore Ejiro’s peace offering. She wasn’t in the wrong, why should she care? And yet...no. 
This was Izuku’s best friend, and she couldn’t spot any sort of dishonesty in him. He looked 
genuinely sorry. And besides...Mina couldn’t really blame him for being shocked. It wasn’t like he 
saw people with pink skin and yellow horns every day. 


She shook his hand. “I do that a lot,’ she answered. “No harm done, Red Riot.” 


Ejiro grinned. “I’m glad to hear that,” he said. “And you better call me Ejiro. Anyone who makes 
it so I have to deal with less of Izuku’s bullshit gets to call me that.” 


Mina snorted, while Izuku spluttered indignantly. “Really, Ejiro?” he demanded. “Can you go five 
minutes without insulting me in front of my girlfriend?” 


Ejiro turned to look at him, eyebrows raised. “No,” he replied imperiously. Turning to Mina, he 
asked, “Want me to do it again?” 


Mina couldn’t help it. She laughed, high and clear like a weight was lifting from her chest. She 
answered, “Oh, please, don’t let me stop you.” 


Maybe things would work out, after all. 


Deep below the ground, in a burning city, Mezou felt like an earthquake had yanked the ground 
from underneath him. He stayed crumpled on his knees, struck dumb by the sight of Fumikage 
standing in front of him with a dark cloak and a pained expression on his face. 


“T-it can’t be,” Mezou whispered, agonized. “You...you’re dead.” 


Six years. Six goddamn years, Mezou had mourned Fumi, who had been his brother in all but 
blood. He’d built layers of armor around his ruined heart, become the man Fumi would have 
wanted him to be, dedicated his life to honoring the memory of the boy who had pulled him from 
the dark. He’d lost Mina, nearly lost himself because of the grief. 


And now Fumi was standing there, wearing the quirk he’d hated like armor, with eyes that were 
older, more haunted, and far, far harsher than Mezou remembered seeing. But for all that...it was 
still him. 


Fumikage took a step forward, then hesitated; it looked like he wasn’t sure how to react, either. 
“T’m not,” he answered quietly, barely audible over the roar of the flames surrounding them. 
In Mezou’s shock, he blurted out, “But Toga said-” 


Fumikage’s face went dark. For a fraction of a second, there was a look on his face that Mezou 
half-remembered from the lowest, most hateful moments of their childhoods, a look that ran too 
deep, contained too much venom. It was like staring into the face of death itself, and just as 
quickly as it appeared, it vanished again, like a long breath escaping Fumikage’s lungs. 


“Toga,” Fumikage spat, “lied to you. She was trying to hurt you for her own sick, twisted 
amusement. I dealt with her.” 


Mezou, retreating from the shock and pain that yawned like a chasm in his chest, focused on the 
little, inane details. “S-she worked for you?” he asked. 


Fumi nodded, his expression grim. “It was a mistake,” he said. “One that ’ ve done my best to 
correct. I’m...sorry.” 


The weight behind those last two words was well beyond what it should have been. It was more 
than an apology for Toga’s actions-far more. Next to the enormity of the pain he’d inflicted, 
though, it was like spitting into a wildfire. Mezou barely registered the words. 


He wasn’t the one who spoke, though. Tsu-calm and cool as always-asked in a voice like flint, “So 
if you were alive all this time...where have you been? Why did you... leave?” 


The way Tsu asked it made Fumikage flinch. Mezou felt a rush of sudden, savage glee at that, and 
let it go just as quickly. It was easy to forget, sometimes, that Tsu was just as strong and just as 
capable of hating as Mezou or Mina were-and that she grieved very, very differently. Where they 
were fiery and explosive-quick to anger, overpowering and uncontrollable, but quick to cool as 
well-Tsu was just as cold blooded as...well, a frog. It took a Jot to make her angry...but when 
something did, she was icy in her rage, and that rage could grind stone to dust like a glacier. She 
wasn’t there yet, her words tinged with pain and shock instead of anger...but Mezou could hear the 
tipping point in her voice. 


Fumikage took a deep breath, then looked around at the burning city that surrounded them. His 
expression wobbled as he took in the devastation, and the prone forms of Kamakiri and Kuroiro. 
He visibly came to a decision. Meeting Tsu’s eyes, he told her, “I can explain, I promise. I will 
explain. But this isn’t the place to do it.” 


“Then what is?” Tsu asked, crossing her arms. Suspicion filled her eyes. Mezou found himself torn; 
on the one hand, he knew that someone should be suspicious, after Fumi had shown up like that, 
with so many unanswered questions on his heels. On the other, though...this was Fumi. 


Fumikage, somehow, didn’t look hurt or upset by Tsu’s borderline hostility. On the contrary, he 
seemed to be encouraged by it; Mezou couldn’t make heads or tails of a response that strange. 


“Please,” Fumikage pleaded. “Come with me. I'll answer your questions, I swear. Any of them. 
But not here. There’s...some things I need to show you. We can get medical attention for them, 
too.” 


Fumikage pointed to the crumpled forms of his lieutenants, as well as Kugo. Mezou...probably 
should have been more suspicious of that. But this was Fumi. Mezou trusted him, down to his 
bones. As silly as that was, as hurt as he’d been by whatever Fumi had done six years ago... Mezou 
still trusted him. 


Tsu opened her mouth as if to reply, but before she could, Mezou hoarsely agreed, “Okay.” 


Somehow, he found the strength to stand. As Fumikage collected Kamakiri and Kuroiro in those 
enormous shadowy hands that somehow belonged to Dark Shadow-even though Dark Shadow was 
nowhere to be seen-Mezou picked Kugo up from the ground. Even as weak as he was, Mezou 
managed to heft the enormous man across his shoulders without too much difficulty. 


Tsu still looked skeptical, and more than a little worried. “Mezou,” she said, “Are you sure this is a 
good idea?” 


Mezou looked at her incredulously. “It’s Fumi,” he said simply. 


“That’s what worries me,” Tsu shot back. “He’s the leader of the Outcasts. Don’t forget that, 
please, Mezou.” 


Mezou set his jaw, studying Fumikage, who had turned his back to them. 


“T don’t care,” Mezou replied. “I know what you’re thinking, Tsu. I’ve got just as many questions 
as you do. But I trust him. I trusted him the day he saved me, I trusted him the day he disappeared, 
and... dammit, I trust him now. As much as he’s hurt us both...that’s still true.” 


Tsu sighed, long and deep. Mezou could see her own pain shimmering in her eyes-she’d been 
Fumi’s friend, too, and grieved him just as much as he and Mina had, in her own way. He hated to 
do this to her. 


“Okay,” she agreed. “Just...be careful, okay?” 
Mezou nodded. “Always,” he promised. 


Together, they followed Fumi out of the burning city and down into the dark. 


Fumikage led them down through dark, winding tunnels, down and down until they were further 
beneath the ground than even Mezou or Tsu had ever been. If not for his presence, they would 
have long since gotten lost. 


Despite the fact that the tunnel Fumikage was using was completely unfamiliar to Mezou, it was 
far from empty. In fact, huge numbers of people flowed back and forth around them, as if the 
tunnel was an aboveground highway and the tunnels branching off it in every direction were side 
roads. By the way they nodded to Fumikage, making space for him or otherwise acknowledging 
him, they were all members of the Outcasts. 


For the first time, Mezou found himself understanding the scale of what the Outcasts were doing. 
The sheer number of people who looked at Fumi with something between respect and hero 
worship was...humbling. The Outcasts weren't like the Neo-Stainists, occupying a single fortress, 
and they weren’t like the gangs either, with their extensive territories but relatively small numbers. 
They were something else entirely. 


Eventually, as they got deeper and the tunnel widened, a woman in loose white clothing stopped 
Fumikage, pulling him-and Mezou and Tsu along with him-off the main path of the tunnel and 
towards the side. Mezou was just close enough to hear their conversation. 


“The Tunnel Rats are in full retreat,” the woman reported. Her face was oddly pale, and 
surprisingly free of the old scars and damage from most people in the Depths bore. None of the 
possible reasons for that were...pleasant. “We suffered casualties, but not too many, thank the 
Lord. The medics are handling the wounded as we speak.” 


Fumikage nodded. He hadn’t spoken much on the trip down, but he did so now. “Are we ina 
position to pursue the Tunnel Rats?” he asked. “I would prefer to prevent them from being able to 
re-fortify and continue the fight.” 


The woman shook her head regretfully, making her hair-green like Tsu’s, bound into a tight bun- 
bounce. “I chose to prioritize firefighting,” she answered, her voice businesslike, but still oddly 
warm. “I got a little pushback from some of the more... eager troops on that, but they did as I asked 
anyway. I imagine the desire to follow your wishes played a role there.” 


Fumikage smiled. “Oh well,” he sighed. “You made the correct decision. We need to avoid 
innocent casualties as much as possible.” 


The woman nodded. She opened her mouth to say something, only to finally spot Mezou and Tsu 


behind Fumikage. “Oh,” she said, not unkindly. “Great Leader, who are these two?” 


As Mezou and Tsu exchanged a look, Fumikage sighed, sounding frustrated. “Please don’t call me 
that,” he said. “We’ve been over this.” 


Blushing, the woman corrected, “Sorry, Tokoyami.” 


Fumikage shook his head. Clearly deciding to move on, he explained, “This is Mezou and Tsu. 
They’ re...family.” 


He hesitated on the last word, clearly unsure of himself, before spitting it out anyway. The 
woman’s eyes went wide, and for a second, she looked as if she wanted to bow to the two. 


“Tt’s an honor to meet you!” she said eagerly. “Anyone our leader calls family is more than 
welcome among the Outcasts!” 


Mezou and Tsu glanced awkwardly at each other, unsure how to respond to something like that. 
Finally, noticing their discomfort, Fumikage stepped in. 


“We've got wounded with us,” he said. “Do you mind taking them to the medics for me? I'd like 
to...catch up with these two.” 


The woman beamed. “Gladly, Great Lea-Tokoyami,” she said, hastily catching herself. Fumikage 
lowered Kamakiri and Kuroiro from his dark-shrouded shoulders, offering them up to the green- 
haired woman. For a moment, Mezou wondered how she was going to possibly carry the weight of 
three grown men-one of them a veritable giant-when she didn’t even seem to have any visible 
mutation. A second later, he got his answer. 


The woman undid her hair bun with swift efficiency, shaking out her thick, bright green locks with 
a sigh. Mezou blinked as she did it; her hair strands were oddly thick, with... thorns along them? 
Suddenly, the hairs-no, vines- were shooting over her shoulders, dozens of them, curling around 
Kamakiri and Kuroiro tight enough to support them-though they didn’t seem to get cut by the 
thorns. Impressed by the strength and sheer number of the vines, Mezou didn’t protest as they 
pried Kugo from his grip and wrapped him up as well. 


Fumikage smiled, a real smile of the kind that Mezou remembered seeing more often, once. 
“Thanks, Ibara,” he said warmly. The woman-Ibara-nodded as well, then turned and headed down 
the tunnel, easily carrying the three injured men along. 


As soon as she’d vanished from sight, Fumikage turned to Mezou and Tsu. “One of my 
lieutenants,” he explained. “And a damn good one, too. She’s in charge of the medics and 
firefighters we have, most of the time-though she’s more than capable of fighting on the front lines 
if she has to.” 


Tsu raised an eyebrow. “Firefighters?” she asked, clearly thinking of the burning streets above 
them. 


Fumikage nodded. “I know the damage we caused, back up there,” he told them. “And I remember 
being ten and watching my world burn down. I want to make sure it never happens again. I’m 
going to be better- we’re going to be better. That fire was mostly under control by the time I found 
you guys. We managed to contain it to that area of the cavern, thankfully. I wouldn’t be surprised 
if it’s almost burned out now.” 


Mezou nodded cautiously at that, even though it warmed his heart to see that some parts of Fumi 
hadn’t changed over the years. Still, he was preoccupied just then. Something about the way Ibara 


had looked at Fumikage...unnerved him. It wasn’t angry or hateful, it wasn't even inappropriate. 
No, if anything, it was too positive. He said nothing, though, not even as Fumikage led them in the 
same direction Ibara had gone. 


Mezou could hear something from up ahead, growing louder as they made their way through the 
busy tunnel. They never had trouble, though-people continued to make way for them, leaving a 
bubble around Fumikage as if he radiated some sort of forcefield. Mezou had seen warlords and 
gang bosses walk among the people they controlled, and something similar happened there-but that 
was because of fear. People cringed away from those with power, afraid to become the object of 
their attention. This...this was different. The look in these peoples’ eyes was like Ibara’s; 
awestruck, admiring, worshipping. They made way for Fumi, not because they feared him, but 
because of something else. Mezou found himself wondering just what that boy from the streets had 
become. 


Hell, what had Mezou become? They’d all changed-shaped by their choices, by their pain, by their 
anger. This, though...this was another reminder of the fundamental difference between them, the 
four mutants who had become family all those years ago. 


When faced with a world that hated them for who they were, Mina ran, Mezou fought, and Tsu 
healed. Fumi... 


Fumi built. 


At last, they turned a corner, and Mezou was nearly blinded by light, shining from beyond the 
mouth of the tunnel. They’d reached the end of their journey, and found... 


Mezou’s breath briefly left him. As they stepped out into the light, he struggled to take it all in. 
They were standing in one of the largest natural caverns he’d ever seen, with the ceiling so far 
above the lights anchored there that it almost felt like the sun. The cavern stretched back further 
than he could see, and waterfalls poured in through cracks in the rock all along the walls, dropping 
from above like giant faucets. The cavern’s floor was a vast city at the perfect balance point 
between chaos and order-grids of streets laid out for ease of access and movement, but buildings so 
haphazard and riotous in their color they almost seemed organically grown rather than built. 


And it was full of mutants. Thronging the streets, swimming in the pools of sparkling clear water, 
soaring through the air on wings, living their lives as best they could. Everywhere Mezou looked, 
he saw his people, building their own world because the one above rejected them. It was beautiful, 
and it made Mezou angry, because it shouldn’t have had to exist. A beautiful, hope-filled cave was 
still a cave, and humans just weren’t meant to live like this. 


Beside Mezou, Tsu seemed to have similar thoughts. She murmured, “I never knew something like 
this could exist.” 


Fumikage smiled. He seemed to know every thought Mezou had-knew them intimately. His own 
eyes were shining with pride and regret in equal measure. He strode into the world he’d built, and 
turned back to see the people he’d left behind to do it. 


“This is what I’ve been doing, these last six years,” he said softly. “Building this place. Welcome 
to Homeland. Come, there’s a place where we can talk in private.” 


Mezou nodded dumbly, still lost in the sight of a city built by and for mutants. It was like 
something out of his wildest fantasies, a place of dreams, of hope. But he couldn’t lose sight of the 
reason he was here. The pain that had flared up again the moment Fumikage strode through that 
wall of smoke and fire still ruled him, ruled him like the anger once had. 


As they walked through the city, people kept looking at Fumikage. They waved at him, fell silent 
as he passed, or nodded in respect. Mezou saw battle-scarred men and women with the look of 
hardened killers look at Fumikage with stars in their eyes-or at least, with gruff acknowledgement, 
which was more or less the same thing for many of them. Mezou stayed back, avoiding the way 
some of those admiring gazes carried over to him for walking alongside Fumikage. 


It was like watching a god stride through his domain, and it shook Mezou to his core. What the 
hell had Fumi done for the past six years? How had he become... this? 


At last, though, Fumikage came to a stop before a hole in the cavern wall. The entrance was twenty 
feet wide and at /east that tall, but it bore no other embellishment beyond a sturdy door set deeper 
in, and one or two guards- guards- standing outside. They did nothing more than nod in 
acknowledgement as the three of them walked towards the door. 


Just before they entered, Fumikage paused, turning back to look at the city he’d-apparently-built. 
Mezou and Tsu turned with him, basking in the lights and noise of a place more peaceful, more 
hopeful, than any Mezou had ever seen before. 


“You know what I’m proudest of, when it comes to this place?” Fumikage asked. Mezou and Tsu 
shook their heads. 


Fumikage smiled, his eyes distant. “It’s not how big it is, or how many people live here-how many 
people have decided to try and build something meaningful here,” he began. “It’s the fact that a 
bunch of no-good garbage did it.” 


Tsu blinked, confused. ‘““What does that mean?” she asked. 


Turning to face her, Fumikage replied, “Nobody helped us do this. None of the people here ever 
made anything of themselves. We’re the dregs, the leftovers, the scavengers fighting over the 
scraps. All of us, from me to my lieutenants to everyone else, were scum once. I was a street rat. 
Ibara is the daughter of a prostitute-she grew up in a brothel. Kurorio lost his parents to a gang 
fight when he was eight. Kamakiri...” 


Fumikage caught himself, closed his mouth, and shook his head. “It’s not my place to explain his 
story,” he decided, his voice soft. “I'll let him tell it to you, once he’s recovered. But the point still 
stands. This place exists because we refuse to stay trash. We’ ve built it from the ground up, and 
made it better.” 


The pride, the glory, in Fumikage’s voice was infectious; Mezou could feel it in his chest. But Tsu, 
bless her, was just as calm and levelheaded as always. “And what do you plan to do with it now 
that you’ ve built it, kero?” she asked dryly, arms crossed. 


Fumikage...hesitated. He looked like he wanted to speak, but the sight of Mezou and Tsu seemed 
to remind him of what he’d lost too much to speak of what he intended to gain. He opened the door, 
gesturing for them to follow him. 


“That’s a question for later,” he said softly. “For now...I promised you answers, and I intend to 
keep that promise. I’ve...broken too many of those, in my life.” 


Mezou...couldn’t argue with that. He followed his oldest friend inside, wondering if, finally, he 
could put an end to the pain that had eaten him alive for six years. 


What he would fill the space with once that pain was gone, though...that, he didn’t know. He 
clutched Tsu’s hand tightly, and she squeezed back, his anchor as always. 


It was time to get their answers. 


Chapter End Notes 


Next time, Mina and Izuku get to have fluffy time while Mezou and Tsu relive every 
trauma they've ever had. Can you tell that I play favorites? 

(Just kidding, Izuku and Mina will have their turn to get tortured soon enough.) 

See you then! 
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Mina really shouldn’t have been caught so off guard when that heady day ended. She’d gotten so 
lost in the rush of being in a relationship, she’d completely lost track of time. 


After Ejiro left, saying he would cover for Izuku’s absence to “give them some time to 
themselves,” they’d done barely anything but trade tender kisses and soft words, luxuriating in 
simply being together. It was Mina’s new favorite way to pass the time. Eventually, though, a ding 
from the clock on the wall of Izuku’s office alerted them to their mistake. 


When he saw how late it was, Izuku hopped up, much to Mina’s disappointment. From her place 
on the newly-empty chair, she watched him stride over to the door, reaching for the hat that hung 
on a hook there. 


Turning back to face Mina, Izuku said, “Let’s go home. We’ve got a lot of things to set up, if 
you’re going to be staying there.” 


Mina swallowed heavily, wondering why there was suddenly a lump in her throat. Agreeing to it 
was one thing, but now that it was time... she found herself anxious. Softly, she said, “I...okay.” 


She began to rise from her chair, but the look on her face made Izuku concerned. He asked, “Are 
you alright, Mina?” 


She nodded. “Yeah,” she replied, “just...nervous. For a lot of reasons. You’re sure I won’t be... 
noticed, somehow? Will everything be okay?” 


As soon as the words left Mina’s mouth, she wanted to snort in disgust at herself. She sounded like 
a child. Nothing was okay. Nothing would ever be okay. And yet...Izuku’s face told her otherwise. 


“Everything will be fine, Mina,” he told her, his voice soft and strong as he took her hand. “I’ve got 


you. I promise.” 
At some point, you have to trust. Mina took a deep breath, then nodded. 
“Okay,” she said. “Let’s go.” 


Izuku smiled, but instead of leaving through the door, or even the window like Mina preferred, he 
crossed the room one last time, opening a drawer in his desk and rummaging through it. Mina 
watched him curiously for a moment, before Izuku finally stood up again, revealing something in 
his hand. He tossed it to her, and she caught...a pair of sunglasses? 


“Put those on,” he advised her. “You’ll probably need them.” 


They didn’t ride the Elevators like most people leaving the Underground would. Instead, Izuku led 
Mina through a well-hidden shaft to the surface maintained by the Hero Commission, as a way for 
heroes with mobility quirks and the like to reach the Underground quickly, without disrupting 
traffic. It was a bit slower than the Elevators, maybe, but it had a single undeniable advantage- 
complete privacy. 


Mina knew that wearing a long black cloak and a mask aboveground would make her stand out 

almost as much as her actual face would. She could only hope that Izuku would be able to avoid 
being seen with her-or that she could find a way to be as anonymous here as she could be in the 

Underground. If she was discovered... 


Suddenly, Mina’s worries were shoved to the back of her mind. They emerged from the tunnel, and 
Mina was abruptly overwhelmed by /ight. 


Even with the sunglasses, Mina could barely keep her eyes open. The brilliant, orange-tinted light 
hammered into her skull, making her squint desperately as her eyes, unused to such abundant 
brightness, struggled to function. Mina covered her eyes, cringing away from the light as best she 
could. 


Through it all, though, Izuku’s arm stayed tight around Mina’s waist, grounding her, giving her 
something to cling to. It didn’t make the pain go away, but it gave her something else to focus on. 
If it all became too much, Mina knew she could hide away from it in Izuku’s arms, knew he would 
protect her from it. 


But she didn’t need to be protected. After a few moments, hissing with effort, Mina forced her eyes 
open, nearly sighing as the pain slowly dimmed and she became able to see. A moment later, she 
forgot how to breathe. 


The first sight she got when she came aboveground was a sunset. Oranges and purples and fiery 
reds streaking across the sky as the sun-the sun- dipped down towards the distant horizon. Clouds, 
low lines of dark across the golden sky, broke up the light, gave her things to focus on that didn’t 
sear her sensitive eyes. On the opposite end of the world from the burning sun, Mina could see 
blue fading to purple fading to black as night crept in-a real night, not the fake approximation she 
was used to. Wind rippled across her skin, making her cloak flap as the cool air moved across her 
face. It felt...free. Mina was free. 


The strangeness of the aboveground was all around her. The Hero Commission tunnel emerged 
without fanfare, little more than a recessed door set into the ground beneath a white office building. 
All around it, though, was green, open space-more open space than Mina had seen in her life. In the 
distance, shining glass towers gleamed in the dying sunlight, spread apart with more parkland 


between them. Compared to the Underground-even compared to other cities in Japan-aboveground 
Musutafu was a shining beacon of beauty, delicate towers and picturesque landscapes, dotted with 
homes that would be mansions belowground, but belonged to ordinary people here. A low density, 
open, sustainable, beautiful city, shining among trees and sculpted parks. 


It was amazing what one could achieve when designing a city that shoved most of its poor, 
unworthy citizens below the ground to fight for scraps. 


“T’d...forgotten all about this,” Mina murmured, tears beading at the corners of her eyes-half 
because of the beauty of the open, shining city, half because of the light still searing her eyes. 


“All about what?” Izuku asked. 


Mina took a deep breath, feeling half a dozen warring emotions in her chest. She pulled down her 
hood to feel the wind whip through her short hair. “How...how bright it is, aboveground,” she said 
quietly. “How blue the sky is. How sweet the air is.” 


Izuku nodded softly. He reached out, taking Mina’s hand in his own. She clung to it, drawing on 
his strength in a way that felt so natural, it scared her. “I...I can’t imagine what it must be like, 
coming here after so long in the Underground,” he said. 


Mina scoffed to herself, but nothing but a ghostly smile appeared on her face. “I don’t have words 
for it,” she said, shaking her head as a new feeling appeared-anger. “It’s like...it’s like there was a 
piece of myself I left up here, a long time ago, and now I’ve found it again. Only...it doesn’t fit 
anymore.” 


Izuku frowned at the sudden venom in Mina’s voice. It wasn’t directed at him, or the aboveground, 
or at anything, really-except herself. “What do you mean?” he asked. 

Mina didn’t respond for a long, drawn-out moment as she fought back memories she would never 
share, things nobody would ever know but her. She hoped. 


“The last time I felt the sun on my face, I was...a very different person,” she answered. “Now that 
I’m back, I don’t feel like I belong here. My place is in the Depths.” 


Sensing the pain in his girlfriend’s voice as she spoke, Izuku wisely didn’t push for answers to the 
questions that suddenly cropped up in his head. Instead, he took Mina’s other hand, drawing her 
close to him, and asked, “Is that what you believe, or what you’ ve been told?” 


Mina froze. “What?” she blurted out, caught off guard. 


Izuku met her eyes. “You decide where you belong,” he said, voice firm and heartfelt. “The world 
doesn’t get a say. It doesn’t. Not after how it treated you.” 


Mina’s heart caught in her throat. She could hear the belief in Izuku’s voice, see it in his eyes. She 
recalled a balcony, a revelation that had shaken her perception of the man she’d come to love to the 
core. She realized that Izuku was giving her a lesson he’d learned himself a long time ago. Once, 
he’d been the lowest of the low-now he stood on top of the world. 


It was so easy to forget that a thief without a home and the greatest man in Japan had more in 
common than they thought. Maybe that was why she loved him-he understood her, and she him. 


The words flowed from her lips before she even knew they existed. “If that’s the case...then my 
place is with you,” she decided. “Wherever that is.” 


Then she kissed him. He had no words to respond to it, but he did kiss her back. That was all the 


answer she could ever need. 


When that heady kiss-the first time Mina let herself relax in this new, strange world she’d found- 
finally came to an end, Izuku pulled back, red-faced, and stared lovingly at the woman who’d 
shaken him to his core and made him love her for it. 


“Let’s go home,” he said. 


Home. The concept was still so ludicrous to Mina. Home wasn’t a thing, not for her. She’d lived 
twenty-four years without a place like that. She didn’t need it. 


And yet, with Izuku’s arms around her waist, with the warmth she felt pressed against him...maybe 
she wanted it. And maybe that was enough. 


“Okay,” she murmured. “Let’s go home.” 


Fumikage led Mezou and Tsu into a small but cozy room, carved right from the rock. The whole 
space was maybe the size of an apartment, and it certainly didn’t seem particularly ornate or well- 
appointed. In fact, “spartan” was about the right description. There were a few chairs, a bed in the 
corner, and some other odds and ends, but that was it. It certainly didn’t feel like the home of the 
leader of the Outcasts. 


Fumikage sank into one of the chairs, his weight making the patched, worn fabric sag and squeak. 
Without having to exchange so much as a look, Mezou and Tsu also sat down-across from 
Fumikage, not next to him. 


Fumikage looked at them with a weary, determined expression. He didn’t seem to be looking 
forward to the conversation-but neither did he run from it. 


“What do you want to know?” he asked. “Ill do my best to answer, I promise.” 

Mezou hesitated, not knowing where to begin. Questions wanted to explode out of him, demanding 
to know why Fumikage had left, why he’d hurt them so much. But he couldn’t get them to come 
out. 


Instead, Tsu spoke first. In a voice that was neither angry nor entirely friendly, she asked, “Where 
have you been for the past six years?” 


Fumikage sighed. He’d clearly expected the question-though not first. He said, “It’s...hard to 
explain.” 


“Try me,” Tsu said, her voice like ice. “You don’t get to show up after six years with an army and 
not explain how you got it.” 


Fumikage met her eyes, then Mezou’s. “Ah,” he murmured. “You want to know how this came to 
be 


Tsu nodded. A moment later, Mezou did too. 


Fumikage gathered his thoughts, then began to speak. “At first, after I...left,” he said, voice 
catching as he danced over the topic Mezou so desperately wanted to understand, “I just... 
wandered aimlessly. For nearly two years, I barely saw another living soul. And then...and then I 
found this place. It was empty, then-nothing but a hole at the bottom of the world. But it was safe.” 


Mezou and Tsu stayed quiet. Fumikage’s voice grew more heated, his expression more animated, 


as he continued speaking; he looked more and more like the boy they’d known, full of fire, 
standing up to the world and demanding that it be better. But still, he seemed... off: He was 
holding something back. 


Fumikage continued, “Down here, there are lots of people who just want to be safe. Refugees 
fleeing one warlord conflict or another, those being hunted by the gangs...people who just want to 
protect their families. I tried to give them that, here in this place. It took...years. That’s what the 
Outcasts started as. Just a group of desperate mutants hiding where nobody could find them. I did 
my best to protect them...and I failed. So many times, I failed. But slowly, bit by bit, we grew, got 
stronger. People joined us, building up this place until it was a home for those who had nowhere 
else to go.” 


“And then it was an army,” Tsu said flatly. In response, Fumikage met her eyes. 


“Tell me,” he said, low and hard, “When the people you fought to save start asking you to save 
others, when people who have been treated like animals their whole lives start taking pride in 
being who they are, would you refuse to go along? When you see the entire city crying out for 
somebody to do something about the way we’re forced to live, and you have the power to do 
something about it... would you turn your back?” 


Tsu didn’t respond. Fumikage’s words seemed to fill the space, choking, suffocating. His 
expression wasn’t angry, really, but it wasn’t exactly the penitent look he’d worn just a few 
minutes earlier, either. 


At last, Fumikage sighed, and added, “I don’t like calling it an army. That was never my intention. 
I don’t want to hurt anybody. But I will end the gang wars, the violence, the people who hurt and 
exploit innocents who just want to live in peace. Period.” 


Mezou found himself nodding along. He knew the predations of the gangs better than most-and 
what it took to stop them. If that meant stopping them violently...he was all for it. Hell, that was 
what he did. 


Tsu looked less convinced, but said nothing. Instead, it was Mezou who spoke up. In a voice like 
broken gravel, he demanded, “But why did you leave in the first place?” 


Fumikage fell quiet. Completely, utterly silent. His hesitation stretched on and on, as though he had 
no clue how to begin to answer. 


At last, he raised his head, and whispered, “I had to.” 
“But why?” Mezou said, equally softly, his heart cracking. 


Fumikage’s fists clenched and unclenched in his lap. His whole body crackled with tightly 
restrained desperation. He raised his head to meet Mezou’s eyes, and Mezou saw the moment 
Fumikage cracked. 


As if all the energy had drained from him, Fumikage slumped back, head resting against the back 
of his chair. Darkness crept up his left arm, wreathing it in shadowy, inky black. 


Fumikage raised his arm, and said with deep, deep self-loathing, “You want to know why? It was 
because of this. Because of him.” 


Mezou and Tsu glanced at each other. They suddenly remembered that they hadn’t even seen Dark 
Shadow-his true form, at least-since they’d encountered Fumikage. Where was his quirk? 


Seeing their confusion, Fumikage told them, “By the time...by the time I left, Dark Shadow was 
thrashing at the chains I had him in. Every day, he grew stronger. Every day, I had less control over 
him. He was growing angrier, more hateful...more violent. I knew...I knew it was only a matter of 
time before he attacked one of you. And I couldn’t let that happen.” 


Mezou’s eyes widened. Fumikage had told him, all those years ago, that he feared how strong Dark 
Shadow was becoming, but he’d never said that he was that scared, that desperate. He felt his heart 
break all over again. 


Tsu, though, was cool as ever. She said, “We could have helped you, Fumi. You didn’t have to run 
away because you convinced yourself you were protecting us.” 


“T was protecting you,” Fumikage shot back. “And don’t act like I don’t know it was stupid and 
self-sacrificing. It was. But it was the only way.” 


“It wasn’t,” Tsu snapped. “You were never forced to break our hearts. We were your family, Fumi! 
We would never have turned our backs on you when you needed our help!” 


Fumikage’s eyes were glowing like burning coals. “You don’t understand,” he hissed. “It wouldn’t 
have mattered if you'd tried to help. Nobody could have helped me. You know how I know?” 


“How?” Tsu demanded, arms crossed over her chest. 


Fumikage hung his head for a long, frozen moment. When he raised it again, there were tears in his 
eyes. “Two weeks after I slipped away in the middle of the night, Dark Shadow broke free,” he 
whispered. “I completely lost control of him, and he went on a rampage, attacking everything and 
everyone he came across. Eighteen years of fighting him, eighteen years of struggling to keep him 
calm enough so that I could live any sort of life, eighteen years of trying so fucking hard to keep 
my family safe...and I lost. If ’'d stayed...you’d be dead. All of you.” 


Fumikage’s words rang in the empty space, bearing down on Mezou’s mind. He...he hadn’t 
realized how close Fumikage had been to snapping. He’d grown more and more irritable in his last 
weeks with them, his temper growing shorter and shorter...but now Mezou could go back to those 
memories and see the fear hidden in Fumikage’s face. 


“When I woke up, I was so deep down the rocks were hot under my feet,” Fumikage continued, his 
voice barely above a whisper. “In a part of the Depths no one has ever seen, before or since. To this 
day, I don’t know how I got there, or how long I spent destroying everything I came across. The 
fact that Dark Shadow basically hijacked me scared- scares- me to the fucking bone. I don’t know 
how he did it, I don’t know how I got free...and I don’t know how many people Dark Shadow 
killed while he was in control.” 


Once more, Tsu was silent. Mezou, though, couldn’t be. He asked, ““Then...how do you still use 
him? How are you still in control?” 


Fumikage chuckled, deeply and painfully. He answered, “I’m...not. Not in the way I used to be, at 
least.” 


Mezou shifted nervously. Tsu shot him a worried glance, but Mezou stayed where he was. 


“After a while, Dark Shadow and I...came to an agreement, of sorts,” Fumikage explained. “He 
and I...our anger can be very similar. As long as I channel that constructively, give him something 
to be mad at for us to fight against together, he’s content to let me lead, and lend his strength when 
I ask for it. He and I...work together, mostly. But I don’t dare let him free to fight the way I used 


to, or even to talk to you guys.” 
Mezou nodded slowly. Tsu seemed unwilling to push him on it. 


Fumikage met their eyes once more, and sighed, “So...there it is. I left because I didn’t have a 
choice. I didn’t want to leave...but if I hadn’t, you would have died. I understand if you hate me. I 
understand if you want nothing to do with me. But...just know that for the past six years, I have 
wanted nothing more than to come back. But by the time it was safe for me to be around you 
guys...I had people here who were relying on me. I couldn’t let them down. I’m sorry.” 


Mezou was silent, his head a jumble of emotions he couldn’t make sense of. He didn’t know what 
to say, didn’t even know what to think. 


Tsu, it seemed, didn’t have that problem. She stood from her chair, eyes locked on Fumikage. Her 
expression was unreadable. 


“Do you think that that’s enough, kero?” she asked, her tone deceptively mild. “Do you think you 
can just apologize and we'll welcome you back?” 


Fumikage, somehow, met her eyes. “No,” he replied. “No, it’s not enough. But nothing I could do 
could ever be enough. What am I supposed to do, not apologize for the single most agonizing 
choice I’ve ever had to make? Not feel regret?” 


Tsu held Fumikage’s gaze for an impossibly long moment, her eyes full of ice and steel. At last, her 
shoulders slumped, and she admitted, “I...guess not.” 


Fumikage didn’t react. That proved to be a wise decision. 


“That being said,” Tsu continued, her voice still venomous, “I still don’t forgive you. You broke 
our hearts, Fumi. You caused us so much pain. I saw it. I still see it. I don’t know if I can ever 
forgive you for what you did. I can’t speak for Mezou-he’s free to forgive you if he wants-but 
know that /’// hold you accountable if no one else will.” 


Fumikage svill didn’t respond, beyond a soft nod. The look in his eyes might have been gratitude, 
as bizarre as that seemed. 


Tsu turned to Mezou, her body language softening considerably. She told him, “I’m...going to go 
find Kugo, see how he’s doing. I think you two need to have your own conversation, and me being 
here would just get in the way.” 


Mezou nodded. “Thank you,” he whispered, drawing Tsu close for a moment, letting her kiss him 
before she vanished out the door. And then, at last, Mezou and Fumikage were alone. 


They stared at each other, neither sure how to start, neither able to find the words to bridge six 
years of pain and grief. Then, finally, Mezou found them. 


“After you disappeared, Mina cried for weeks,” Mezou said, his voice steady and harsh, pain and 
anger finally exploding through the haze of shock that had covered him ever since Fumikage had 
emerged from the smoke of a burning city. “You know she had nobody, nobody, before she ended 
up with us. You were the first person who ever actually treated her like a human being. And then 
you left her.” 


Fumikage flinched, guilt flashing in his deep, pained eyes, and Mezou took a deep breath. He 
forced himself to stay calm, pushing through the painful memories of those dark days after 
Fumikage’s disappearance. Even so, his voice hitched as he continued, “She...something broke in 


her when you disappeared. She stopped smiling, stopped laughing. I don’t think she ever 
remembered how to do either.” 


Fumikage stayed quiet, hands locked together in his lap. “I know what I did to her,” he admitted 
eventually. “I know how much I hurt her-hurt all of you.” 


“Do you?” Mezou snapped. “Because, even though I didn’t realize it at the time, I think that that 
was when she and Tsu and I started to drift apart. | always assumed that she just felt like a third 
wheel...but now, I think I know better.” 


Fumikage hung his head, accepting Mezou’s words like hammerblows. Mezou was more than 
happy to deliver. “She didn’t trust us anymore. She couldn’t /et herself trust us anymore. Deep 
down, I think she expected us to leave her, sooner or later, like everyone else she’d ever tried to 
love. Like you. So she left first.” Mezou said bluntly, recalling days spent searching in the lowest, 
most hellish caverns, the desperation that comes with losing a brother, watching Mina curl up and 
turn inwards like a turtle drawing into its shell. Most of all, though, Mezou thought of the festering 
rage that had ruled his thoughts for years whenever his thoughts had drifted back to Fumikage. He 
wondered why he didn’t feel that rage now. Something like it, yes-but like it in the way that a 
match is like a wildfire. One will go out long before the other. 


As Mezou’s words bore home, Fumikage flinched a little, staring at his hands. Under the flickering 
but golden light of the room, the shadows that clung to him seemed to be nearly gone. He looked 
normal again-or as normal as any of them could look. 


“What’s done is done,” Fumikage murmured. “I can’t take back the damage. I would if I could.” 


“But you can’t,” Mezou agreed, his voice a low rumble in his chest. Two pairs of arms crossed 
over his chest, the third pair on the armrests of the chair. He leaned back in his chair, eyes locked 
on Fumikage. Waiting. 


Fumikage took a deep breath. He continued, “I bet you’re wondering why I revealed myself to you 


id 


now. 


Mezou nodded cautiously. “Honestly, I was half hoping you came back just so I could let off some 
steam by beating you black and blue,” he admitted. 


“Already halfway there, I’m afraid,’ Fumikage snorted, cracking half a smile as he gestured at his 
plumage. Mezou’s eyes remained stormy and serious, at least until he let the tiniest grin slip 
through. 


Eventually Fumikage shook his head, setting down his glass on the low table between them. He 
said, “As much as I wish I could have come back just to fix my mistakes, that’s not why I’m here. 
I’m responsible for too much, now. There are too many people relying on me. But...if you’re 
interested, if you can find it in yourself to forgive me, somehow, I’ve got an offer for you.” 


Mezou raised an eyebrow. For a moment, he considered just punching Fumikage in the face, as 
revenge for every night Mina woke up sobbing with a broken, agonized look in her eyes, every day 
Mezou turned around expecting to find a long-lost brother by his side, and especially for setting off 
the chain of events that had brought Izuku- fucking -Midoriya into Mezou’s life. Then, he stopped 
himself. 


“What kind of offer?” he heard himself ask. His voice was cautious, but intrigued. 


Fumikage answered, “A chance at revenge...and to make a better world than the one we were 


given. A chance for change, real change.” 


Fumikage’s voice was soft and steady, the same voice Mezou remembered from years and years of 
standing beside him through thick and thin. It was the same voice he’d used all that time ago, on 
the day they’d first met Mina. 


Taking a deep breath, Mezou tilted his head back towards the ceiling. He recognized the anger that 
burned openly in Fumikage’s eyes. He knew it like he knew his own mind, like he knew his own 
wife’s face. It was as much a part of him as it was a part of Fumikage-as much a part of both of 
them as their own quirks. The anger demanded an outlet, demanded to know more, demanded that 
he follow it to the ends of the earth. 


Mezou knew how to hate. But he’d /earned that from Fumikage. 
“T’m listening,” Mezou said curtly. “But you better talk fast.” 


Fumikage nodded. Taking a deep breath, he began, “You and Tsu, you can have a place here, if 
you want it. With us. With me. As whatever you want. You could join the Outcasts...or just live in 
the city, if you didn’t want to.” 


Mezou raised an eyebrow. The thought...wasn’t unattractive. A city like this, a place where he 
didn’t have to be the sole arbiter of what passed for justice in the Depths, a place where he and Tsu 
could live among other mutants...it was sorely tempting. Besides, he had just found his brother 
again. How could he turn down the chance to rebuild that? But still, he hesitated, caution getting 
the best of him. 

“Why are you offering this?” he asked. 


“We could use a man like you,” Fumikage told him. “You’re one of the best of us. You’re stronger 
than anyone else I’ve ever met down here.” 


“Not strong enough,” Mezou thought. “Never strong enough. Not to keep you from vanishing like 
a ghost, not to keep Mina from drifting away, not to keep anyone down here safe like they 
deserve.” 


As he stared off into space, Mezou remembered a cavern lit by a green star, a living thunderbolt 
falling with unstoppable force, the earth-shaking hum of the power to change the world held by a 
single man. How was it that the only person strong enough to do what Mezou had always dreamed 
of doing was the symbol of everything Mezou hated? Was the universe really so backwards that a 
hero was the only man who could help the Depths? 


Finding himself unsatisfied by Fumikage’s answer, Mezou shot back, “There’s plenty of strong 
people down here. Why do you want me to help you?” 


Fumikage hesitated, for the barest fraction of a second. Then, he seemingly forced himself to tell 
Mezou, “It’s because I need you.” 


Mezou raised an eyebrow. With a sigh, Fumikage explained, “You saw how Ibara looked at me. 
You walked through the town. They...fuck, some of them worship me, Mezou. And that...it scares 
the shit out of me. That sort of thing...nobody can keep their head when they’re surrounded by that 
sort of thing. I don’t want what I’m doing, what we’re fighting for, to go off the rails because 
nobody dares to tell me “no.” If nobody is around who sees me as a person, as someone who can 
fail...” 


Fumikage trailed off, but he’d said enough. Mezou was surprised; most people who gained any 


amount of power in the Depths-fuck, people who gained power anywhere-were more than happy to 
bask in adulation and awe. Fumikage seemed deeply uncomfortable with it, even scared. Maybe 
that made him smarter than most of the fuckers who got power. 


Fumikage met Mezou’s eyes. “You know me,” he said, nearly pleading. “You know how badly 
I’ve failed people. I know that you’ ll tell me if I’m wrong, if ve gone too far. I’m not sure anyone 
else here will. And if this is going to work, if we’re going to change things, this can’t be just 
another cult of personality. Please.” 


Mezou...hesitated. It was tempting, so tempting. What the Outcasts were doing, building a place 
where mutants were safe and free, bringing the gangs to heel, protecting the most vulnerable 
people in the Depths...it was like a dream come true. The fact that it was led by a man that he 
knew to be the best person he’d ever met, a man he’d called his brother for most of his life, only 
made it more attractive. And yet... 


And yet he couldn’t. Not yet. Not without knowing more. Not without knowing that Tsu was 
behind him. 


“What about Mina?” he heard himself ask. ““Will she be invited to... whatever this is, too?” 
Fumikage blinked. “If I can find her...” he answered, “Absolutely.” 

Mezou’s eyes narrowed. “Even though she let Atlas into the Depths?” he asked. 

Fumikage let out a long, low breath, shaking his head. “So,” he muttered, “that was her.” 


An ominous silence fell, and Mezou held his breath. Was Fumikage still the same man he 
remembered, the one who loved Mina like a sister, who was fiercely protective of her? 


At last, Fumi said, “I don’t care what she’s done. She’s family. It would be awkward, and it might 
cause issues with some of the others...but fuck it. Pll find Mina, and Ill explain myself. If she 
wants to, she’s as welcome here as you are.” 


Mezou nodded. Some things were still the same, then. Some parts of Fumi hadn’t changed. 
But still...that didn’t change his hesitation. 
“T...need time to think,” he told Fumikage. “I don’t know about this.” 


Fumikage nodded, though he didn’t bother to hide his disappointment. “Time. Aye, I can give you 
that,” he replied. “Still...the Mezou I knew would have jumped at the chance to make the 
Underground howl.” 


“He would have,” Mezou agreed, cautiously. He’d been angry as a teenager, full of fire and a 
desire to see the world burn for the crime of being an unjust, unfair place-he still was, really. But, 
well...time had a way of changing things. Tsu had tempered him in her gentle but irresistible way, 
giving him perspective, giving him more to risk, more to lose. He was more cautious now, more 
hesitant to rock the boat. Fumikage, though...it seemed like Fumikage had had nobody. Nothing 
but an army around him, treating him like something more than human, rather than someone who 
could bleed, someone who could break. Mezou could see it glimmering in his old friend’s eyes- 
that black, seething rage that built up over a lifetime of injustice, until it felt like the rage was all 
you had, all you were, boiling up and up and up until it had no path but outwards, exploding into 
action like water exploding into steam. The years had done nothing to temper or cool Fumikage’s 
righteous anger; instead, they seemed to have only stoked the fire hotter. 


Mezou found himself wondering which one of them had taken the right path. 


Fumikage waited expectantly, as if expecting Mezou to suddenly change his answer. After a few 
moments, Fumikage sighed, “I guess you really have changed.” 


Mezou didn’t move, except to nod slowly and grimly. “I have,” he agreed. “You have, too. Do you 
think either of us changed for the better?” 


Fumikage smiled, hollow and bitter. He laughed curtly, and it exposed more insecurity, more 
uncertainty, than Mezou had ever seen from the boy who had once saved his life. 


“T wish I knew the answer to that question, old friend,” Fumikage whispered. “I wish I knew.” 


A long, hollow silence fell after that. Neither of them could find anything more to say. At last, 
Fumikage stood up, letting out a sigh. “Talk to some of my men,” he suggested. “See what it is 
they think of what we’re doing. I won’t pressure you for your answer; take as much time as you 
need.” 


Mezou nodded. He knew, then, that he intended to give the Outcasts a chance. Just one, but a 
chance nonetheless. He wasn’t ready to leave this yet, not when it might lead to the biggest actual 
change he’d ever seen. 


Fumikage turned to leave. He reached the doorway, but before he could disappear through it, 
Mezou called out, “One last thing, Fumi.” 


Fumikage looked over his shoulder, clearly uncertain of what Mezou would say. 


Mezou took a deep breath, feeling his anger draining away. At last, he could let himself be happy. 
Fumi was alive. 


“Tt’s...good to have you back,” he said softly. 


Fumikage smiled, papering over the deep, deep sorrow that they both knew would never go away, 
not fully. 


“Thank you,” he whispered, and then he disappeared through the doorway, back into the world he 
was building. 
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Somehow, Izuku and Mina made it to his apartment without getting noticed. They slipped through 
the lobby and into the elevator without incident, the floors ticking off in comfortable, warm silence. 


Mina was still reeling a little. This morning, she hadn’t been ready to admit her feelings for Izuku, 
even to herself. Now, she was coming home to /ive with him. It should have been too much, too 
quickly-but it wasn’t. It felt right. 


The elevator dinged, and the door slid open. Mina’s jaw dropped. 
“Holy shit, Izuku,” she heard herself say. 


Izuku’s apartment was the fanciest thing Mina had ever seen, all gleaming surfaces and beautiful 
windows. In contrast to the deep night just falling on the world outside, soft light fell on 
everything-the cozy furniture, the sleek kitchen, the million and one tiny displays of wealth Mina 
had no idea how to identify, so far they were from anything she had ever experienced. For the first 
time, she had real, concrete proof of just how far she was from Izuku, in wealth and power and all 
the rest of it. It felt like she’d never realized what being the Number One Hero meant before; now 
it was inescapable. A penthouse apartment in the most beautiful city in Japan, his face known by 
every man, woman, and child in the country-that was what it meant. And Mina didn’t fit. 


Izuku stepped out of the elevator and stood next to Mina, blushing a little at the look on her face. 
Embarrassed, he said, “Sorry it feels a little...impersonal. I don’t spend much time here.” 


Mina wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference. Sure, it felt like she didn’t belong, but that was 
because she definitely didn’t belong. She replied, “I...forgot how rich you were, Izuku.” 


Izuku’s blush deepened. He looked distinctly uncomfortable, and was struggling to meet her eyes. 
“T...tend to forget, too,” he admitted softly. “My mom and I grew up pretty poor, so I’m not used to 
stuff like this; I doubt I ever will be, honestly.” 


Mina snorted a little at that. “Well, you didn’t grow up homeless, so you were better prepared than 
Iam,” she said. 


Izuku winced. “Shit,” he muttered. “I’m sorry, Mina, I didn’t think about-” 


Mina cut him off with a wave of her hand. “It’s fine, Izuku,” she said, forcing herself to let out a 
breath and relax. This was Izuku’s home. It felt like his home, now that she could see past the 
splendor to see the touches he’d left here and there; the All Might posters on the walls, the gym in 
one corner, the spare hero costume flung haphazardly over the arm of a couch. 


Izuku fell silent, letting Mina slowly creep forwards, deeper into the apartment. It was like she was 
dreaming...only she’d never thought of a place like this, even in her dreams. She was scared to 
touch anything, in case it would all prove to be an illusion, some hazy fantasy conjured by her 
mind. 


At long last, though, Mina forced herself to believe it. This was real. This was happening. And if it 
was, that meant... 


Remembering how dirty she still felt in this place, Mina turned to Izuku. “Do you mind if I take a 
shower?” she asked. 

Izuku nodded, pointing down a hallway. “Bathroom is down there,” he replied. “It should have 
spare towels and such. Yell if you need anything.” 


Mina nodded. “Cool,” she said. “I'll be out in...an hour, maybe?” 
Izuku raised an eyebrow. “An hour?” he repeated. “Well, the hot water should last that long, so...” 
Mina grinned. “Hot water, you say?” she answered. “Well, better make it two hours then.” 


The look on Izuku’s face as Mina turned and made her way towards the bathroom was priceless. 


Mina’s shower may not have ended up taking as long as she said it would, but the effect it had on 
her was undeniable. She felt so much better, it was unreal. Sure, she’d done her best to keep clean 
in the Depths-but that meant little with how desperate things had been. She’d been lucky to bathe 
once a week. Now, though, she felt clean. Gloriously, unbelievably clean. It had been so long since 
she’d felt this way. 


After drying off with an unfairly fluffy towel and dressing in her underclothes-a tight, long-sleeved 
black shirt and black leggings; she left her cloak and mask off, hanging them on a convenient hook 
in the hallway-Mina stepped out of the bathroom in a cloud of steam, sighing luxuriously as she 
unwound. It was incredible what a good shower could do to get rid of her anxiety. 


Mina made her way out to where Izuku was sitting on the couch, reading a magazine. She couldn’t 
help but press a kiss to his temple as she slipped around it to join him, enjoying the flush that 
spread across his face as she cuddled up to him. 


“I’m pretty sure that shower just made me love you three times as much as I already did,” Mina 
told him. 


“Tt was that good?” Izuku asked, looking confused. 


Mina nodded, a smile spreading easily and happily across her face. “Trust me,” she replied, “I feel 
like a new woman.” 


Izuku chuckled. “I sure hope not,” he joked. “I like you just fine the way you are.” 


Mina flushed, then decided that that joke had earned Izuku a deep kiss on the lips. The magazine 
slipped from his hands as Mina pushed her way into his arms, tilting his head back from the force 
of her kiss. Izuku’s arms circled her, drawing her in as the kiss deepened, grew more heated, 
became... something. 


Mina pulled away from the kiss, panting hard. Izuku looked stunned, his skin flushed red with 
exertion. The sound of their breath filled the air, and Mina was suddenly aware of the heat that 
seemed to be flooding every inch of her body. She was in his lap, in significantly less clothing than 
she usually wore around him. She wasn’t naked, far from it...but her shirt and leggings were tight. 
And she could feel his body pressing against hers, and she could see where this was going. Judging 
by the uncertain but distinctly hungry look in Izuku’s eyes, he knew it too. 


Mina wanted it. She wanted it more than she’d even realized before-but now, in a place so safe, so 
warm, so distinctly part of zuku, she could barely resist the wave of desire rising inside her. But to 
do it...she’d have to expose herself. All of herself. Was she really ready to do that? 


Every time Izuku called her beautiful, every time he admired the way she looked, Mina’s mind 
rebelled. She hadn’t shown him everything yet. She couldn’t. Maybe he liked her face because it 
was different, because it was unique, but there was no way he would like her body for the same 
reasons. 


Mina’s breath caught in her throat as Izuku’s hands rose up to find her hips, holding her like she 
was something worth holding, like she deserved to be loved and treated like she was precious. She 
didn’t. She had no right to any of this. She thought of those hands slipping under her clothes, of 
baring the pink, acid-washed skin she was so ashamed of...and she was so terrified she went rigid. 
It was instinct that did it, not fear. She hated herself for that reaction, for being too scared to enjoy 
it-and she did enjoy it, enjoy it immensely. 


Izuku felt her tension right away, and instantly pulled back. Mina nearly sobbed as she lost the 
warmth of his touch. 


“What’s wrong, Mina?” Izuku asked, his voice tender and kind. 
Mina hung her head, struggling to meet his gaze. “I...I’m not sure about this,” she admitted. 


“About what?” Izuku prompted, bringing up a hand to brush along the side of her cheek. She could 
see the look in his eyes; he was nervous, scared, even, but not for himself. He was scared for her. 


Mina took a deep breath, steadying herself. She wasn’t scared. She wasn’t. She could trust Izuku. 
She didn’t need to wear armor around him. She was already showing more of herself around him 
than she did around anyone else. What was a little more? 


Softly, she said, “I think we both know where this is going, Izuku.” 


Izuku blinked in surprise. Embarrassed, he responded, “I-I mean, yeah, I think so, but...are you 
sure?” 


Mina snorted. Her smile returned, just as mischievous as always, albeit with a tinge of something 


more tense. “Izuku,” she said, “You are the hottest man in Japan by a country mile. I’m very 
fucking sure I’m okay with it.” 


Izuku blushed. “I’m plain,” he muttered. 


Who he was trying to convince, Mina wasn’t sure. What she was sure of was that she really wanted 
him. She was surprised by just how intensely she was feeling it, yeah, but she wasn’t about to 
complain. She’d never really had a chance to relax and explore with someone she trusted before- 
never had somebody she thought of in that way before. And now that she did, she was very 
tempted. 


And yet...the same old fears were holding her back. 


Meanwhile, Izuku was having his own worries. He been enjoying where things were heading, of 
course, but sex honestly just hadn’t crossed his mind. If they ended up going that way, he would 
have loved it-he loved Mina, and if she was up for it, he was-but he’d survive if it didn’t. The 
thought of her being afraid, though, scared of herself and her own body... that he wanted to help 
with. He wished he knew how. 


“Mina, we do not have to have sex,” Izuku told her, putting as much emphasis as he could into his 
words. “You-you don’t owe me anything or shit like that. If you’re uncomfortable, we’re going to 
stop. You know that, right?” 


“T do,” Mina said, smiling warmly. Bless this boy and his considerate, kind heart. “But that’s the 
thing, Izuku. I want this. I want you.” 


Izuku nodded, but something in his eyes was distant, skeptical. “Mina...you’re shaking,” he 
observed quietly. 


Mina looked down. Sure enough, she was trembling, little shivers running through her body and 
across her skin. She breathed deeply, trying to force herself to still. It didn’t work very well. 


“For fuck’s sake,” she hissed. “Izuku, this is just nerves. I’m fine, I promise. Just...a part of me is 
scared, yeah, but a part of me is always scared. I usually just ignore it.” 


“Do you mind if I ask what scares you about it?” Izuku asked. Mina nodded, hesitating as she tried 
to find the words to explain it. 


At last, she began, “Izuku, you... you’re one of maybe five people in the whole world who knows 
what my face looks like. And if we do this, you will be the only person who has ever seen me. All 
of me. You’ll be the one person in the world who knows what I look like, completely.” 


Mina exhaled loudly, feeling herself tremble before she mustered the strength to continue. 
Gesturing at herself, she said, “You and I both know that I’m incredibly recognizable. Once you 
saw my face, you would never be able to miss me in a crowd again. And if you see my body, my 
whole body, I'll never be able to hide from you again. Do you understand why that scares that part 
of me so much? Once I do this...there’s no going back.” 


Izuku nodded slowly. “I understand,” he told her. “And “I promise I won’t betray that trust. P'Il 
always remember what you’re giving me-and [II honor it.” 


Mina smiled. “I know you will, Izuku,” she replied. “And that’s why I don’t care if that part of me 
is worried. The rest of me isn’t. I know, somewhere in my heart, that I can trust you. I can trust you 
with my body, my heart, everything. I love you so much because I can trust you, because you’re 
the first person I’ve ever met who I know will treat me with respect and love. And I don’t even 


know how I know that...but I do. So yes, Izuku; even though it scares me, I trust you...and I want 
to have sex with you.” 


Izuku blinked in surprise, as any man would in his place; he was genuinely touched, and his heart 
felt like it would burst from love. He stroked Mina’s cheek, rubbing his thumb along the scar under 
her eye. 


Mina smiled wide, though her eyes were wet with tears. She whispered, “I fucking love you, 
Izuku.” 


And with that, she kissed him, hungry and heated. Izuku groaned underneath her, and Mina 
growled against his lips. The sound seemed to trigger something in Izuku, because he met her with 
equal fire, blowing her fear away. There was no need for it here. Not in his arms, in his home. 


Panting desperately, Mina broke the kiss, sitting up straight in Izuku’s lap. He looked up at her 
with wide, wild eyes-looked at her like she was some sort of goddess. The power in that gaze was 
making lightning hum in Mina’s veins. 


Her trademark smirk spread across her face as she took in every detail of the man rendered 
speechless just from the sight of her. Her hands gripped the hem of her shirt. 


“Here goes nothing,” she thought. 
“You know, Izuku,” she drawled, “My skin is pink all over. Would you like to see?” 


If he’d been capable of words at that point, Izuku would have responded eagerly. Instead, he had to 
settle for more physical forms of agreement. 


Before long, Mina and Izuku were lost in each other, the world outside falling away, forgotten. 


Neither of them noticed the distant flash of a tiny camera. 


In the end, it wasn’t hard for Tsu to find the place the medics had set up a field hospital. She just 
followed the shouting. 


Unlike so many other places Tsu had seen, though, that shouting was only partially cries of pain. A 
larger part was people calling for assistance, healers yelling orders, shouts to clear the path for a 
stretcher...all the different sounds of a place of healing finding itself swamped by some disaster, 
but handling the tide of those in need as quickly and efficiently as it possibly could. 


Nobody stopped Tsu as she walked into the open tent. It was odd, seeing injured men and women 
laying on cots laid out in an orderly grid beneath nothing more than a tarp, but then, buildings 
functioned differently down here; without any need to protect from wind or rain, and with the 
shockingly consistent temperatures in the great cave systems, the need for sturdy, enclosed spaces 
was greatly diminished. Many groups in the Depths never bothered building them at all. 


Despite her words to Mezou and Fumikage, Tsu wasn’t really sure what she was looking for. She 
wasn’t unfamiliar with bandaging wounds and the like-everyone learned a little bit of that in the 
Depths out of necessity, and Tsu had become more or less the de facto healer for the people near 
where she and Mezou lived-but the sheer variety and severity of injuries here was overwhelming. 
Broken bones, burns, deep cuts, countless esoteric injuries from the quirk battles raging in the 
streets of the upper caverns... 


Clearly, the war with the Tunnel Rats was not the easy, relatively bloodless victory the Outcasts 


had achieved over the Claws. Judging by the small but inescapable number of motionless figures 
covered by sheets lying in one corner, it was quite the opposite. 


Eventually, Tsu’s aimless wandering through the tent drew her towards the apparent nexus of the 
whirlwind of motion and activity that filled the field hospital. She turned a corner, curious who had 
created such an organized, effective hospital in a place like this. 


She found Ibara standing by the bedside of a young-looking man with skin the color of... well, an 
abovegrounder would have called it “the color of the sky,” but Tsu had never seen the sky. To her, 
it was just...blue, a blue so soft and deep she could feel something deep in her soul relax, like the 
feeling of coming home. It didn’t last, of course-nothing so good could last, not in a place like this. 


Ibara barely glanced up as Tsu approached. She was intent on the bandage she was wrapping 
tightly around a deep, painful-looking gash in the man’s arm. Only when the bandage had been 
fully applied did she step back, brushing off the man’s thankful words, and notice Tsu standing 
awkwardly by the foot of the cot. 


Ibara’s face was unreadable as she sized Tsu up. Clearly, the woman was too focused to be 
concerned too much about who Tsu was or that she was friends with Fumikage, because Ibara 
curtly asked, “Are you here to help?” 


Tsu hesitated for a second. Why had she come here? To give Mezou and Fumikage the space to 
have the conversation they so desperately needed to have, yes...but why had she found herself 
here? 


Perhaps her husband had gotten to her. The first sign of people in need, and Tsu charged towards it 
without even having to think. 


“Yes,” Tsu answered at last, nodding briefly. 


Something flashed across Ibara’s face. It might have been a smile. But this hospital, so full of pain 
and need, was no place for smiles, and Ibara’s expression became grim and businesslike all over 
again. 


“Then follow me,” she told Tsu. “I need someone to help me the wounded here.” 


Tsu did so without complaint as Ibara headed towards the next cot in the line. Soon, Tsu was 
helping hold the patients steady as Ibara wrapped or set their wounds. Before long, she and Ibara 
developed a rhythm, going from patient to patient, time becoming meaningless as they worked. Tsu 
let herself take refuge in the necessary, difficult work; it was a good distraction from the 
maddening chaos of the day’s revelations. Here, she didn’t have to worry about Fumikage’s return 
from the dead, or the way Mezou seemed so shaken by it, or... Mina. 


As they worked, Tsu found herself studying Ibara closely. She couldn’t help it; the woman felt 
oddly out of place next to those she was treating, and yet she greeted them so familiarly and 
warmly that Tsu couldn’t figure out why she stood out. She was one of Fumikage’s lieutenants, 
yes...but that was just as confusing to Tsu as the rest of it. Kuroiro and Kamakiri had been cold, 
supremely talented killers, and clearly fanatically loyal to Fumikage. They made sense. But why 
Ibara? 


It was hard to get a read on what exactly Ibara’s quirk was, or how it worked, but the tiny hints Tsu 
got were...intimidating. Ibara’s thick vine-hair was up in a tight bun, clearly restrained to keep 
from getting in the way in the frenetic environment of the field hospital. But every so often, 
without as much as a look of concentration on Ibara’s part, it began to move, languidly but 


precisely. She used it to grab tools or supplies from clear across the tent with ease, gesture while 
conversing with the other healers who came to her for advice or directions, even to gently but 
firmly restrain an agonized woman’s thrashing. Whatever her quirk was, Ibara was powerful. So 
why did she remain here, behind the front lines, where her quirk was seemingly of little use? 


Tsu kept her questions to herself, at least until they came upon a cot that held a slight man with the 
head and wings of a housefly. Even without human expressions, the man was glaring at them, red 
compound eyes never blinking as Ibara splinted his broken leg. Looking up, Tsu realized that the 
man was handcuffed to a metal staple embedded in the ground at the head of the cot. 


As they walked away from the imprisoned man, Tsu asked, “What was up with him? He seemed 
angry that you were helping.” 


Ibara shrugged. “I can’t blame him,” she answered. “He is a prisoner, and I imagine being captured 
earlier today wasn’t very pleasant.” 


Tsu’s eyes widened. “He’s a Tunnel Rat?” she asked, disbelief coloring her voice. 
Ibara nodded. 


Tsu was shocked. Whenever groups this large clashed, their members always fought to the death; if 
you were wounded and fell into the hands of your enemies, that was as sure a death sentence as it 
could be. Each group had medics and the like for their own members-if they were lucky-but 
enemies were not given the same luxury. Even if they weren’t slaughtered out of hand, they 
wouldn’t receive medical treatment, either, and groups rarely had use for prisoners down here, 
anyway. 


But in this, as in so many things, the Outcasts seemed to be different. 


“Why do you bother treating them?” Tsu asked as they walked through the hospital. The fly-man 
had been the last cot in the row, and now Ibara seemed to be heading somewhere else, away from 
the main rooms filled with wounded. 


Ibara turned her head to shoot Tsu a surprisingly scathing look. “Why wouldn’t I?” the vine-haired 
woman shot back, looking unimpressed. 


Tsu replied, “It’s not going to make them stop hating you. Surely you’d rather treat your own 
troops than waste resources on your enemies?” 


Ibara shook her head. “So many people have asked me that,” she said, sounding frustrated. “Some 
far less kindly than you. My answer is always the same: what makes them my enemies?” 


Tsu blinked. “The fact that you attacked them,” she pointed out dryly. 


Ibara shook her head. “No,” she said. “They brought that on themselves. But regardless, I don’t 
consider the Tunnel Rats-or any of the gangs-my enemies. Not like that. Not as someone who 
doesn’t deserve to be saved.” 


“Why not?” Tsu asked. By now, they’d reached a small area behind one of the main tents in the 
field hospital; there was nothing much here but a few chairs and a large barrel of water, clearly 
meant for drinking. Ibara collapsed into one of the chairs with a relieved sigh; Tsu sat down as 
well, still facing the other woman. 


Meeting Tsu’s gaze easily, Ibara answered, “I don’t believe anybody is undeserving of my help. 
They didn’t choose to become my enemies; in most cases, they didn’t choose to fight against me or 


the Outcasts. And even if they did choose...why should they die because they made the wrong 
choice?” 


Tsu shifted uncomfortably. She had no answers to those questions, and she wondered at the part of 
her that nodded along with Ibara’s words. 


After a moment, [bara added, “Besides, you’re wrong. They don’t hate me.” 
Tsu raised an eyebrow. She pointed out, “That man you helped sure looked like he did.” 


Ibara shook her head. “He’s not angry, he’s terrified,” she told Tsu. “He fought in a war today, 
watched his city burn down around him. Then he got hurt, and then he got captured and dragged 
down to the Outcasts’ base. He expects us to kill him, and he’s trying to be defiant. But we aren’t 
going to kill him, and you’d be surprised how quickly realizing that makes someone gentle and 
agreeable.” 


Tsu must have looked skeptical. She certainly felt skeptical. And yet...she couldn’t voice the 
scattered protests in her head. Something about them felt...laughable, as though Ibara’s very 
demeanor disproved them. 


Ibara, seeming to sense Tsu’s hesitation, continued, “You know how I know?” 
“How?” Tsu asked. 


Ibara’s smile was as self-satisfied and proud as a healer’s life could allow. “That first man you 
watched me help? The one with blue skin? He was a Tunnel Rat, too. He got captured yesterday, 
and he’s already cooperative. Hell, he’s asked about joining us.” 


Tsu’s shocked, disbelieving stare made Ibara laugh as soon as it appeared. “Seriously,” she said, 
answering Tsu’s unspoken question. “You’d be surprised how often it happens. Some of them 
switch sides out of self-interest, naturally, but others...others do it because they see what we’re 
building here, and it speaks to them. Many in the gangs have little love for them; the moment they 
see an alternative, they’re eager to leave. It’s shocking, what showing a little kindness to people 
who have never felt it before in their lives does.” 


Tsu couldn’t help but nod at that. She’d seen that very principle at work, with Fumikage, with 
Mezou, with Mina. It seemed Fumikage had kept a few lessons from his past. Tsu wasn’t sure 
whether that thought eased her discomfort or made it worse. 


Slowly, cautiously, Tsu told Ibara, “I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting someone like you to be a 
part of...” 


“A group of violent revolutionaries?” Ibara asked, crossing her arms across her chest. She looked 
amused. 


Tsu winced. Weakly, she said, “I was trying to find a more...fitting term for finding a long-lost 
friend at the head of an army.” 


“And failing, it seems,” Ibara noted. 
Tsu sighed. At least Ibara didn’t seem annoyed. “And failing,” she confirmed, her voice soft. 


Ibara chuckled, soft and dry. “It’s not a terribly inaccurate description, honestly,” she said. “We’re 
not another gang, or a group seeking to conquer for the sake of conquering. If that’s what the 
Outcasts were, I wouldn’t be a part of them.” 


“T believe you,” Tsu replied. “Though...you don’t really seem the type to be part of a revolution, 
let alone a violent one.” 


Ibara shook her head. “You say that like there’s such a thing as anon-violent revolution,” she 
snorted. Her expression was darker than Tsu had seen before, and for a moment, the image of the 
peaceful healer shook, revealing something scarier beneath it. Tsu didn’t get a good look at what it 
was before it disappeared again. 


“Tf you really think that, why are you a part of the Outcasts?” Tsu asked, genuinely curious. 


Ibara raised an eyebrow. Before she could speak, though, another healer-a thin young man with 
spiky antlers on his head-came around the corner. He said, “Ah, there you are. The patients you 
brought in earlier are asking for you.” 


Ibara sighed. “I'll go deal with them,” she promised. The man nodded, then turned and left. Ibara 
rose to her feet, gesturing for Tsu to follow her. 


“Come with me,” she said. “We can continue this conversation while we deal with them. Besides, 
it’s probably a good idea to have you there to keep your, ah, /arge friend from reacting poorly.” 


Tsu nodded. If Kugo woke up surrounded by Outcasts, he’d probably get pretty nervous, And 
things tended to break when Kugo got nervous. 


They hadn’t gotten very far when Ibara dryly said, “You’re assuming quite a lot of things, you 
know. About me, and about the Outcasts. How much do you actually know about me?” 


Tsu...hesitated. And then considered. At last, she softly admitted,““Not much, honestly. Fumi 
mentioned your, ah, background, but-” 


Ibara rolled her eyes. “Please,” she interrupted, “there’s no need to tiptoe around it. I grew up ina 
brothel. Call it whatever you want. I’m not offended by it. 1 knew my mother was a whore long 
before I properly understood what that word even meant.” 


Ibara’s matter-of-fact tone threw Tsu off; her words made Tsu wince. As they stepped through the 
flap of a smaller tent into a room that held just three beds. In one, Kugo’s massive, unconscious 
bulk had been arranged in as comfortable a way as could be managed. In another, Kuroiro rested, 
heavily bandaged and sleeping normally. The third bed was empty. 


Ibara huffed with irritation when it became clear Kamakiri wasn’t in the room. “I swear,” she said, 
“That man is ridiculous. He got beaten half to death, and then he leaves before I can even tell him 
off for it!” 


Tsu couldn’t help the dry snort that erupted from her nostrils at that. It sounded like Mezou and 
Kamakiri had a few things in common, then. As amusing as it was, though, it failed to distract her 
from the disturbed thoughts running through her head. 


After a moment, she asked, “Do you...mind if I ask a question?” 


Ibara raised an eyebrow, half-turning as she checked Kuroiro’s bandages. “Go ahead,” she said 
eventually. 


“How did the daughter of a prostitute become a top lieutenant in the Outcasts, anyway?” Tsu 
wondered. 


Ibara sighed. “It’s...a long story,” she said evasively. 


Tsu met her eyes. “Try me,” she said evenly. “If you want to, that is.” 


Ibara hesitated for a second. One of her vines roused itself from her bun, snaking across the room 
to grab a roll of bandages. When they reached her hands, she began re-binding one of Kuroiro’s 
jagged cuts. 


Then, she began to speak. 


“Like I said,” she began, “my mother worked in a brothel in one of the upper caverns. In Claw 
territory. She...she never told me this for sure, but I’m nearly certain I was a product of one of 
her... clients. At the very least, she never spoke of my father. And I wasn’t eager to ask.” 


Tsu said nothing. She could see the weight on Ibara’s shoulders shift-she was more than willing to 
tell her story, share her burdens. And Tsu had long since mastered helping people share the weight 
of their pasts. 


When Tsu nodded in understanding, Ibara’s expression softened slightly. She continued, “That... 
that was how I grew up. Around whores and gangsters, under the feet of hard, broken men and 
beaten-down women. Sometimes literally. It...i1t was a bad place, and I knew it. That’s where I 
learned to treat injuries-it was how I helped earn my keep, especially during the times when my 
mother couldn’t work.” 


Tsu had always been better at controlling her emotions than most people she knew. She didn’t feel 
less strongly, she just felt...slower. More gradually. That let her head off the words she would have 
liked to say in response to Ibara’s story, replacing them with a simple, diplomatic observation: 
“That sounds.. difficult.” 


Ibara chuckled, dark and without any humor. Then, she shook her head. “That’s the thing,” she 
said, eyes distant and faintly angry, “It wasn’t. I mean, I won’t pretend it was an easy life, but...it 
wasn’t hard, either. Not compared to the lives of so many people down here. I had a roof over my 
head, food on my plate every day...a parent who loved me. I don’t know how she loved me, but 
she did, more than life itself. Sure, I was forever being shooed away whenever my mother had a 
visitor, but I survived. I’m forever grateful for that.” 


Something about Ibara being grateful for the hell her life had been made Tsu feel a deep-seated, 
earth-scorching rage, like acid eating at her bones. Fighting down the urge to break something, she 
said, “Still. A brothel is no place to raise a child.” 


“Of course not,” Ibara scoffed. “But what else was my mother to do? Let me starve on the streets?” 
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Tsu...froze. Weakly, she tried to speak, saying, “I... 


As she completed the final wrap of Kuroiro’s bandage, Ibara shook her head, and Tsu fell quiet. 
But Ibara’s gesture wasn’t aimed at her. “That’s the crux of it, isn’t it?” she whispered, half 
amused, half darkened by some unknowable grief, “I know how my upbringing has shaped me- 
know it intimately. I carry the scars of it. And I hate it. I hate what I lost, what I learned too soon, 
what I never learned. And yet...I know, in my heart of hearts, that if I was in my mother’s place, I 
would do what she did without hesitation. But then...but then I can’t hate her.” 


The darkness in Ibara’s voice unnerved Tsu-because of how familiar it was. “So, you feel... 
conflicted?” she cautiously summarized. 


Ibara snorted. “You have no idea,” she told Tsu. “For years, | hated my mother. For what our lives 
were like, what she did. And you know what she said, every time I raged, every time I called her 


horrible things? She said, “You’ll understand one day.” 
Tsu said nothing. 


There was a chair by Kuroiro’s bedside. [bara sat in it, hands drawn tightly, clinging to her 
shoulders as if trying to stay warm. “Of course, that didn’t help,” she continued. “How could it 
help? I thought she was telling me that one day I would be as hopeless as she was. That one day I’d 
do what she did. And I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t.” 


“What changed, then?” Tsu asked. “You’re not in that place anymore.” 


Ibara looked at her, and Tsu saw the tears she was holding back. As if in a dream, Ibara’s hand 
went to her throat, at a point where the neckline of her plain white clothing dipped a little, revealing 
a worn bronze crucifix dangling on a simple chain. 


“Nothing changed,” Ibara said darkly. “Nothing ever changes. You spend your whole life thinking 
you’re alone, thinking nobody loves you...and then you lose the people who do, and then you 
really are alone.” 


Tsu could read a thousand words in each line of Ibara’s face, hear her heartbreak like a song. She 
knew, then, that she could push no further. This was the end of the road. 


So she changed the subject. She asked, “How did you find the Outcasts?” 
Ibara took a deep breath, visibly gathering herself. At last, she looked up at Tsu. 


“After... after, I left the brothel,” she said in a shaky, hollow voice. Tsu didn’t need to ask what 
“after” referred to. “I was no longer welcome. I no longer wanted to be welcome. So... roamed. 
Healed. Went wherever I felt I was needed. I helped, I saved, I protected. I did all the things my 
mother never got a chance to. And then, one day, I found a place where a warlord had attacked the 
Outcasts. I didn’t think. I didn’t need to think. I found a cavern littered with the bodies of the dead 
and injured...and I healed. Gathered them together, treated those I could...mourned those I 
couldn’t. That’s where Tokoyami found me.” 


The way Ibara said Fumikage’s name unnerved Tsu even more. It wasn’t worship, exactly; it 
sounded like Ibara had once worshiped him, and learned not to. She put a weight on his name that 
went beyond respect, but was tinged heavily by something Tsu couldn’t name. That scared her. 


“For a second, I wondered if he was going to attack me,” Ibara recounted. “He’s terrifying when he 
wants to be, wrapped up in mist and shadow. But instead, he just asked me what I was doing. When 
I told him, he offered me a place in the Outcasts on the spot. When he told me what it was, I 
accepted-on one condition.” 


“What condition?” Tsu asked. 


“That I would help everyone who came to me, whether they were friend or foe,” Ibara replied. 
“And Tokoyami agreed. So...that’s what I do. I help all who need it. I heal. I save, in my way. 
Tokoyami, Kuroiro, Kamakiri...they save in theirs. They save us all, save the future-but I save the 
now. The people who need help...I give it, in the only way I know.” 


Tsu couldn’t help but nod along in agreement. Hell, she didn’t just agree with Ibara-she understood 
where the other woman was coming from, more deeply than Ibara could know. It seemed she and 
Tsu reacted the same way when faced with the cruel world that had scarred and shaped them-with 
kindness. 


Still...the way she spoke of Fumikage sat poorly with Tsu. Softly, she said, “You really do have a 
lot of faith in Fumikage, don’t you?” 


Ibara’s hand went to the crucifix around her neck again, almost absentmindedly. “We all have to 
have faith in something,” she replied. “Some people put their faith in a higher power. I...did that, 
once. On some level, I still do. But...but I don’t need to, not as long as Tokoyami is around. I can 
have faith in people thanks to him.” 


Tsu was silent. What could she possibly say to that? 
Ibara sighed, rising to her feet. She had to do rounds again, it seemed. More people needed her. 


“You wanted to know how the daughter of a prostitute became a leader in the Outcasts,” she said, 
meeting Tsu’s eyes. “Well, it’s simple: I am here because this is where I am needed. I’1l fight if I 
have to-Lord knows I’m more than capable of it-but that isn’t what’s going to change things. 
They’re going to change because of kindness. That, I know, better than anything else.” 


With that, Ibara left, sweeping out of the tent and back into the madness of the field hospital. Tsu 
was left alone with her thoughts for a long, dark moment. Then, she rose as well. 


She had people who needed her, too. 


Two days after he and Tsu had arrived in Homeland, Mezou was no closer to describing the place 
than the first time he’d laid eyes on it. 


It was everything he’d ever wanted, everything he’d ever dreamed of-a city where mutants could 
be free. Free from fear, from hate, from the world that pressed down and down on them, crushing 
them until they could no longer breathe. And yet...he couldn’t let himself enjoy it. It was too 
miraculous, too impossible. There had to be a catch. 


If there was, Mezou hadn’t found it yet. The city was shockingly well-run for the Depths. The 
Outcasts kept the peace and protected Homeland, but they didn’t treat it like their personal fiefdom. 
Plenty of people who lived in Homeland avoided or even actively disliked the Outcasts, and they 
showed those people no disdain, didn’t even harass them at all. The place... worked. Not perfectly 
and not always, of course, but compared to the rest of the Depths, it was a utopia. 


There was one problem, though. The people who supported the Outcasts, not to mention the 
Outcasts themselves, adored Fumikage. The man could barely walk through his own city without 
being swamped by admirers. And that awe-borderline worship, really-wasn’t confined to him. It 
spread to everyone associated with him; his lieutenants, mostly, but also Mezou and Tsu. 

Mezou hated it. He hated the way people stepped aside for him on the streets, staring like they’d 
seen something special. He hated the respectful nods and admiring looks he got from members of 
the Outcasts. He especially hated the way that nobody seemed to realize how fucking weird it was 
that they were showing such respect to a man who had been bitterly fighting them just a few days 
before. 


The desire to get away from the people looking at him like some sort of hero was what had led 
Mezou here, to a small ledge in the wall of the cavern that contained Homeland. There was a little 
trail that led up to it from the cave floor, if you knew where to look for it; the view was a great 
chance for Mezou to think, and to be alone for a little while. Sadly, that didn’t last. 


From behind Mezou, a hissing, rasping voice said, “Most of the newbies act like you do.” 


Mezou didn’t jump; he barely even shifted. The only reaction he gave was a tentacle that snaked 


back over his shoulder, the eyeball on the end revealing who had spoken. Without turning his head, 
he asked, “Oh? How am I acting?” 


Kamakiri, looking surprisingly spry for a man who had been nearly beaten to death a few days 
before, strode up beside Mezou, eyes locked on the city that sprawled out below the ledge they 
stood on. The sound of music floated up, alongside the ever-present roar of the waterfalls. A guitar, 
strumming haphazardly and off-key. Beautiful. 


“When they first get here, people always look around like they think it’s a dream,” Kamakiri said 
in his curt, blunt way. “They wonder how we could have built a place like this, when all the world 
seems to hate us.” 


Mezou grunted. “I already went through that stage,” he admitted. “Now, I’m just...admiring it. 
Though there’s one thing I still don’t understand.” 


Kamakiri raised an eyebrow, and Mezou was suddenly struck by the madness of this moment. He 
stood atop a ledge overlooking a city built by mutants, for mutants, alongside a man who he had 
fought to the death less than a week ago. They were having a civil conversation. Hell, Kamakiri 
didn’t even seem to bear a grudge; if anything, he seemed to respect Mezou far more than he had 
just before they’d tried to kill each other. 


Madness. All of this, madness. 
“Well, I ain’t a tour guide,” Kamakiri joked, “But maybe I can help. What’s bothering you?” 
Mezou turned to look at the shorter man. “You are,” he replied. “What your role is in...all of this.” 


He gestured outwards, at the city where no city should have existed, at a world more peaceful and 
hopeful than any that he’d ever seen, at the family Mezou thought he had lost forever. 


Kamakiri said nothing, though he made an amused sound in the back of his throat. Mezou 
continued, “The others, they make sense to me. Fumi is the leader. Ibara is the healer. Kuroiro is 
the enforcer. Others are builders and fighters and scavengers. You, though...I can’t make sense of 
you. What are you?” 


At last, Kamakiri snorted. “Isn’t it obvious?” he replied. “I’m the killer. The knife in the dark, for 
when the others can’t get their hands dirty. When people try to threaten us, try to tear down what 
we’ ve built here...I’m there. And one way or another, they aren’t a threat to us once I’m done with 
them.” 


Mezou’s eyes narrowed. “Was Kugo a threat to you?” he asked evenly. Too evenly. 


Kamakiri smiled, lazy and amused like a predator that was sated for the moment-but not forever. 
“Yes,” he answered curtly. “All the old guard are threats to us-the frightened men and women 
determined to keep their grip on power, clinging to whatever slice of the pie they’ ve managed to 
steal and kill for. They fear change, and that’s what we are. We’re going to tear them all down, and 
they know it. But they can’t run forever.” 


Something in Kamakiri’s voice chilled Mezou to the bone. He fought back a shiver as Kamakiri 
looked him straight in the eye. 


“T was a slave to one of those men, once,” Kamakiri told him. “I was his tool, his living weapon. 
He took me from the street, just another urchin among thousands, and he told me to call him 
Father. Then he taught me to kill the people he told me to kill.” 


Mezou refused to flinch. He had heard too many horror stories to be fazed by a new one, and some 
part of him felt that he owed it to Kamakiri to listen without flinching. There was a flash of 
something that might have been surprise and respect in Kamakiri’s eyes when Mezou didn’t even 
react. 


“For years, that was my life,” Kamakiri continued. “Father was a warlord in the lower tunnels. 
Every time a challenger came to his fortress, Father looked at me, and said, “Kill them.” And I did, 
every time. It was what I did. I didn’t think, I barely cared about anything at all. I was just a living, 
breathing weapon. And I hated Father, hated what he’d turned me into, especially when he turned 
me against the people in his own settlement who spoke out against him. But for all that...I still did 
what he told me to do. I couldn’t imagine a world where I didn’t follow his orders. And then...and 
then Fumikage came.” 


Kamakiri shifted, his eyes growing more distant, his voice softer. There was hero-worship in his 
eyes now, the same look so many others in the city got when Fumikage was mentioned. In 
Kamakiri, though, that light was sharp, sharp like his blades. This wasn’t admiration, Mezou 
realized-it was fanaticism. 


"The day my life began, really began, was the day Fumikage came to Father's fortress,” Kamakiri 
said. “He stood in the center of the courtyard, surrounded by Father’s men, and wasn’t afraid at all. 
He looked Father in the eye, and told him that he intended to change things in the Depths. He said 
he was going to make this world better, and Father could either get on board or be swept aside. He 
spoke of things I could barely understand. He said that we could be free, that we didn't have to be 
afraid, that we could be more than filthy gutter rats. He told us that we could see the sun, and all 
we had to do was work with him. All we had to do was trust him. But Father laughed in his face. 
He...he called Fumikage a fool, told him that nothing he could do could ever change the world. 
Then he turned to me and said, "Kill him." 


Kamakiri’s words hung in the air like smoke. Mezou could almost see the scene-Fumikage 
standing tall in the dark, unafraid, undaunted, eyes boring into the warlord’s as a shadow with 
sharp blades and empty eyes moved in a blur. Too fast to stop, too fast to dodge. 


"Fumikage...he didn't say a word,” Kamakiri whispered, and Mezou could feel the awe that dripped 
from his voice, even now, years later. “He didn't even flinch. He just met my eyes, and I 
understood. He put his life in my hands, willingly and freely. Fumikage...he accepted whatever I 
chose to do. For the first time ever, I could choose. He gave me that choice. I...I didn’t know how 
to choose, before that day. But I did. I ran towards the light, towards the sun, towards the promise 
that life could be more than death and darkness. He never saw it coming. When Father's blood ran 
down my blades, that was when I knew I was free." 


Kamakiri fell silent after that, and Mezou didn’t know what to say. He believed Kamakiri’s story, 
every word of it. Maybe another man wouldn’t have, but Mezou knew Fumikage Tokoyami better 
than anyone else alive, and he knew in his bones that Fumi would do just that. To look into the eyes 
of someone that had known only death and get them to believe that there was an alternative.. .it 
was a gift Fumikage and Fumikage alone had. Mezou knew that firsthand. 


Kamakiri let out a long, deep breath, and turned one last time to meet Mezou’s eyes. In a voice that 
burned, he said, ““Fumikage is the reason I’m free. I choose to be a part of the better world he’s 
trying to build. That’s my cause. I go where he tells me to go, do what he tells me to do...kills who 
he tells me to kill. All for a world where nobody else goes through what I did.” 


Mezou frowned. “That...doesn’t sound like you’re free,” he replied. “Not to me, at least.” 


Kamakiri chuckled, dark and faint. His eyes glowed in the dim light, his teeth flashing as he bared 


them. 


“That’s what freedom is, for people like us,” he said. “Freedom to choose our masters. We’!l never 
have power ourselves...so we have to find people we trust to wield it. And I trust Fumikage-trust 
him with my life. As far as ’'m concerned, it’s his to spend. I know he’Il spend it well. That’s all I 
care about.” 


With that, Kamakiri turned, stalking away down the trail that led back to the city. Mezou didn’t 
follow. He stayed there, alone with his thoughts, wondering why the conversation had left him 
chilled to the very core of his soul. 
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The next two weeks were the happiest of Mina’s life. 


It still didn’t really feel like it was actually happening. A month ago, she’d been a bitter thief 
fighting for survival in the depths of the Underground. Now, she was living in a penthouse with her 
hero boyfriend. It was madness. 


It took a lot of adjustment, naturally. Mina had to fight the old urges to hoard and steal food, and 
she wasn’t always successful. Izuku, though, always understood, always helped her without the 
slightest judgement on his face. He was always there for her, always kind and gentle and perfect. 


The fact that he seemed to effortlessly understand how to be a good boyfriend would have irritated 
Mina-who couldn’t help but feel shitty in comparison-but for the fact that she knew that this was 
just how Izuku was. It was in his nature to be all the things he was to her. 


Mina didn’t do much, those two weeks. She mostly lazed around, watching TV, surfing the 
Internet, relishing all the things that had been stolen from her a long time ago. Honestly, she was 
surprising herself with her feelings about the whole thing. She’d have thought that two weeks of 
being cooped up in a penthouse while Izuku left most days for work would have driven her insane, 
desperate to escape her golden cage. But it didn’t. Maybe it was because Mina’s life, for nearly as 
long as she could remember, had been an endless, desperate scramble for survival, always alert, 
always ready to fight for her life at the drop of a pin. She had been on edge for so long, she’d 
nearly forgotten what it was like to just relax. But now, she finally had a chance to just...breathe. 
She could take long, luxurious showers; she didn’t think she’d ever stop loving the feeling of being 
clean. She could sleep in, basking in the novelty of a soft place to sleep. She could watch decades 
of shows and movies she’d never had the chance to see before; in fact, watching hero movies with 
Izuku was her new favorite thing, especially when he got all offended when Mina openly rooted 


for the villains every time. 


Oh, and the sex was wonderful, too, and always improving. Neither of them had any real 
experience at first. Of course, they weren’t blushing virgins, either. Izuku had been best friends 
with Ejiro nearly his whole life, and that man was far from celibate. Mina had had plenty of 
exposure to... knowledge, usually from overheard conversations or cruder gang members. Besides, 
she’d lived with Mezou during his and Tsu’s exceptionally messy teenage romance. Mina loved 
them both, she really did, but Jesus, did she wish she had had some earplugs during those years. 


But that was beside the point. Mina had discovered what she was pretty sure was the closest thing 
to heaven she’d ever get to see. This life with Izuku, welcoming him home every night, spending 
evenings tangled together on the couch watching movies-or in bed-was cozy, blissful, warm. 
Sometimes, Mina just got the urge to laugh hysterically at the thought that she, the ugly, bitter 
monster from the Depths, was living with the hottest man in Japan, making him look at her like she 
was the world. It was perfect. 


And it couldn’t last forever. 


One Saturday, Izuku and Mina simply didn’t get out of bed. For a while, they just lay there, 
relishing the peace, nestled tightly against each other. For once, Izuku didn’t have to leave-he 
didn’t get many days off, but he and Mina were determined to use the ones he did get to maximum 
effect. 


Mina’s breath hitched as Izuku’s fingers trailed up her side, skimming over her ribs with a feather- 
light touch. They came to rest on a gash of red scar tissue, dense and knotted on her shoulder. 
Funny, how Mina was literally lying here naked with the man, discussing every mark they’d 
acquired over hard, dangerous lives, and that touch was what made her feel vulnerable, made her 
feel cherished. 


“What about this one?” he asked softly, a smile on his face. This was a game they played, 
sometimes-both of them were heavily scarred all across their bodies, and they often told each other 
the stories of how they’d gotten them. Mina had been fascinated by the story of the Sports Festival 
and what Izuku had done to twist and warp his hands so drastically. 


Mina returned the smirk as she realized which scar he was asking about. “You were there for that 
one, dummy,” she replied teasingly. “Or did you forget the first time you saved my life?” 


Izuku chuckled, remembering the day she spoke of. Funny, how he could look back on the day 
she’d staggered, bloody and dying, into his agency with such amusement. “Are you sure that was 
the first?” he teased back. “Didn’t I save you from starvation before that?” 


Mina waved her hand dismissively. “Eh, I would have been fine, if a big dumb abovegrounder 
hadn’t felt the need to be a moron after I saved his life,’ she countered, running her own hand 

down one of the rough scars on Izuku’s chest, relishing the way his breath hitched as her cool 

fingertips ran down his skin. 


Izuku chuckled, “That’s fair, I guess. Besides, we’re well past keeping score, now. We’ ve saved 
each other too many times for that.” 


Mina snuggled into him, tucking her head artfully under his in a way that wouldn’t stab him with 
her horns. Izuku pressed a kiss to the jagged yellow tip of one of those horns, and Mina shivered as 
electricity ran down her spine. They were sensitive-a fact Izuku seemed to love. “I suppose so,” she 
agreed. “But for the record, I’m still ahead. If we were keeping score, of course.” 


Izuku just laughed, burying his face into Mina’s curly hair and pressing kisses to her scalp. She 
sighed happily, sprawling out over her taller boyfriend’s body. 


This was madness. Pure, utter madness. How had Mina’s life ended up here, where she could do 
this with a man like /zuku? Forget about being a mutant, she just wasn’t the kind of woman who 
ended up with a guy like him. She...oh, who was she kidding, she was just being dumb and 
insecure, like always. Why question why you’re able to snuggle your unbelievably cute boyfriend 
when you could just cuddle your unbelievably cute boyfriend instead? 


Mina set about doing just that, but before she could, Izuku leaned down and asked, “Mina...what 
are those marks on your hands?” 


Mina looked down, eyes widening a little as she saw what he meant. All across her fingers and 
palms, creeping up over her forearms, her skin was marked with tiny white dots. They were tiny-so 
tiny that they were invisible unless you got right up close, like Izuku was now. Irregular and pale, 
they dotted her skin like freckles in reverse-white on pink, not pink on white. 


Mina hesitated for a second, wondering if she was ready to share. Izuku waited patiently, lips and 
fingers circling, ready to hold her like he did some nights, when the pain hovered like dark clouds. 


At last, Mina sighed. “I...they’re old scars,” she explained. “From my acid.” 
Izuku looked at her, confused. “I thought you were immune to your own acid,” he said. 
Mina’s gaze started to cloud over from memories. “I am now,” she replied. “I...wasn’t always.” 


Izuku’s eyes widened at the implications. Instead of demanding more, though, he simply waited; if 
Mina wanted to share, he was here. If she didn’t, he would accept it. 


But for Mina, the words came tumbling out, now that the dam was broken. “When...when I first 
started trying to really learn my quirk, when I finally stopped trying to hide it, I didn’t know what I 
was doing,” she said, speaking quickly and nervously. “And...well, some quirks don’t come in all 
at once. They keep developing and growing, year after year, sometimes even through puberty. 
That’s what happened to me. When I was younger, I had all the horns and skin and stuff, and I 
could make acid-but I wasn’t resistant to it. That happened later.” 


Izuku’s fingers stroked Mina’s forearms, dancing over her palms as he studied the marks. He could 
see it now: splash patterns, trails of spray across her skin. She was struggling to meet his eyes. 


“Did it hurt?” he heard himself ask. “Using your quirk?” 


Mina took a long, deep breath that turned into a sigh as she let it out. “Yeah,” she admitted. “It 
stung. Not too bad, most of the time-I was scared of making my acid too strong, and I was probably 
right to be-but if I tried to push myself, or if I didn’t have a choice...” 


Her voice trailed off, and Izuku was left to fill in the gaps. His eyes tracked the pale dots, up her 
arms and across her fingers. Some of them were layered, dots on top of dots; scars on scars on 
scars. 


“How did you learn?” he asked softly. 


Mina hung her head. “Fumi,” she whispered. “He...he had a lot of experience, controlling a quirk 
that backfired as often as it worked the way you wanted it to. He taught me how to control myself, 
taught me to use my quirk in ways that didn’t hurt. Managing flow, consistency, acid strength...I 
owe all of that to him. I was able to survive on my own because of what he taught me.” 


Once again, Izuku found himself aching for how deep his girlfriend’s pain ran. She’d never be able 
to tell Fumikage those things. She’d never be able to thank him. If the man hadn’t been dead, Izuku 
would have thanked him, too-he sounded like a good man. 


Visibly summoning her strength, Mina met his gaze again. “I don’t like them much,” she told him. 
“T...they’re not disfiguring, really, but they remind me of a time when I was weak and scared. 
When my own quirk hurt me-when a Jot of things hurt me. I know it’s silly to complain about 
marks like these when nobody notices them, but-“ 


Gently, Izuku’s finger came up, pressing against Mina’s lips. “You don’t have to explain it, or 
justify it, remember?” he reminded her, his voice soft and tender. “What you feel is real. What you 
feel is true. And I love all the parts of you, even the parts you don’t like so much.” 


Mina’s face split into a smile, and she pulled herself close to him. Gently, Izuku took her hand into 
his, lifting it up to his mouth. One by one, he kissed her knuckles, lips dancing over freckled, pale- 
dotted skin. Mina beamed at him as Izuku tenderly kissed his way over her palms, the backs of her 
hands, and up her forearms. 


“T love you, you stupid abovegrounder,” she muttered. 
When he reached her shoulder, Izuku pulled away, and smiled back at her. 
“T love you too,” he whispered, pulling her close. 


She wrapped herself up in him, and let him take the fear away. For the hundredth time, she found 
herself wishing that this day would last forever. 


The universe responded by ringing the doorbell. 


Izuku and Mina stared at each other as the loud ding sounded through the apartment, briefly 
startled out of their bliss. A second later, an equally loud series of knocks began, accompanied by 
an amused but insistent female voice, which called, “Come on, Izuku! We haven’t got all day!” 


Whispering more out of worry than actual need, Mina demanded, “Who is it?” 


Izuku, finally regaining his faculties, hopped out of bed, rapidly beginning to dress. “A couple of 
my friends,” he said more normally. “They aren’t on duty today, and they like to swing by for a bit 
when they can.” 


Mina blinked. “They’re heroes?” she said. 


Izuku nodded. Mina sighed, slumping back into the bed. “Great,” she said. “Ill just hide in here 
until they go away.” 


Izuku snorted. “I was kinda hoping I could introduce you to them,” he admitted. Mina turned to 
glare at him. 


“They’re heroes,” she repeated, as if that explained everything. To her, it did. 


Izuku shrugged. “You can trust them,” he promised. “Ejiro found out, and that was okay, wasn’t 
it?” 


“He’s been making fun of you for weeks, ” Mina shot back. 


“He does that anyway,” Izuku replied. “Besides, aren’t you the one who makes sure to give me 


hickies where he’s guaranteed to see them?” 


Mina fell silent, a grin threatening to sneak onto her face. She did do that. It was very funny. But 
still... 


Izuku, now fully dressed, leaned over to press a kiss to Mina’s temple. “How about this,” he 
offered. “Pll go out and talk to them, and if you feel up to it, you can join us. I won’t say anything 
about having a girlfriend to them.” 


Mina let out a deep breath. “They’re going to freak out if I come out of nowhere,” she pointed out. 
Izuku grinned, the corners of his lips twitching up. “Probably,” he agreed. “It’d be kinda funny.” 


Damn Izuku and his well-hidden sense of humor. Mina found herself sorely tempted. Still, she 
couldn’t help but hesitate. 


“T’1l...think about it,” she said. 


Izuku nodded. “‘That’s all I ask,” he assured her, standing up. “Now, I should probably go let them 
in before they kick down my door.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow as Izuku headed out of the room. “They’d do that?” she asked 
disbelievingly. 


Izuku turned, arm across the doorframe. Looking back at her, he answered, “Oh, absolutely. I’ ve 
had to replace that door three times.” 


With that, he left, heading towards the source of the increasingly loud knocking. Mina could only 
shake her head as she laid in bed. 


Fucking heroes. Insane, all of them. 


Mina lasted about twenty minutes before her curiosity got the best of her. She could hear the 
muted sound of voices through the bedroom door, though not clearly enough to make out words. 
She wanted to know what they were talking about, dammit. What did heroes talk about while they 
weren’t at work, anyway? How many mutants they’d oppressed since they last talked to each 
other? How much fun they had enforcing a hateful, lopsided social order? 


Mina hurriedly threw on some clothes-one of Izuku’s awesomely stupid t-shirts and some 
sweatpants; she hadn’t yet been able to get any sort of wardrobe for herself, so she just stole 
Izuku’s clothes most of the time-and slowly crept down the hallway, careful not to make any noise. 
Finally, she reached the end of the hallway. Out in the living room, unable to see her, she could 
hear Izuku and the others talking. 


“So, Izuku,” a female voice said. “Have you gotten a girlfriend yet?” 


Mina fought back a laugh as Izuku choked on air. “W-wha?” he spluttered. “You’re really gonna 
start off the conversation like that?” 


The woman laughed. “Of course I am,” she scoffed. “It’s guaranteed to be funny!” 


Proving to be a slightly better actor than Mina had thought, Izuku sighed, “I don’t know why you 
all find my love life so interesting. Why does nobody ever make fun of Ejiro for sleeping with 
literally every hot person he runs into?” 


“Because he’s hot,” the woman immediately replied. “And also, he and Setsuna have something 
going on between them, and that woman terrifies me.” 


Izuku didn’t seem satisfied by that. He complained, “He isn’t hot! I don’t-it’s the beard, isn’t it? 
What is it with you people and the beard?” 


Mina chuckled to herself, and a moment later, the woman answered for all of them when she 
simply said, “The beard is hot, Izuku.” 


Then, a second woman-her voice softer and more posh-sounding than the first-added, “I have to 
say, though, the reason /’m asking is because Shoto would like to know when you’ll join him on 
the hottest non- bachelors list.” 


“They have one of those?” Izuku said. “That feels...kinda weird, honestly.” 


“Oh, it’s actually the hottest couples list,” the second woman answered smoothly. “Which, yes, is a 
bit invasive...but it is quite amusing, honestly.” 


“You say that because you and Todoroki are on top of it, I bet,” the first woman teased. 
“Yes,” the second woman admitted, a little sheepish. “With Camie and Bakugo a distant second.” 


Izuku and the first woman laughed-though Izuku’s laugh seemed to be weakened by the difficulty 
of holding back the secrets he wasn’t telling. However, he did manage to crack, “Camie’s really 
carrying that team, I gotta say.” 


“She sure is!” the first woman agreed. “But seriously, Izuku, you can stop lying now.” 


Mina froze, her heart skipping a beat. Judging by the strangled wheeze Izuku made, he’d done 
something similar. 


“E-excuse me?” he sputtered, coughing. Okay, yeah, he was a bad actor. 


Mina got the distinct impression that the woman was rolling her eyes as she said, “Izuku. I have 
known you since we were fifteen. You’re a shitty liar. Besides, we’re trained as detectives, 
remember? This apartment is clearly not as cold and sterile as you usually keep it, dude. There’s 
dishes everywhere, it looks like somebody has actually used this couch for once, and I’m pretty 
sure I see one of your shirts tossed up on that bookshelf over there. You’re seeing somebody, aren’t 
you?” 


Mina couldn’t help but smirk as Izuku continued weakly stammering. Yes, that had been one of 
Izuku’s shirts-but he hadn’t been wearing it at the time it got thrown off. She had. Of course, under 
her grin, she was fighting back panic. 


At last, Izuku got himself under control. “I-[ don’t have a...” he began, only to apparently realize 
the pointlessness of his argument. With a sigh, he admitted, “Okay, yeah, I have a...girlfriend.” 


Mina probably should have been annoyed that Izuku hadn’t managed to keep his mouth shut, but 
then, it wasn’t really his fault. Apparently his friends were scarily perceptive. 


The women cheered, and the first woman declared, “Finally! Come on, Izuku, tell us her name!” 
“What’s she like?” the second woman added. 


Izuku sighed for a long moment, and Mina wondered what he would say. Eventually, he replied, 


“How about I introduce you instead?” 


There was a beat of silence, and then the first woman realized, “Wait a second, she’s here? Why 
didn’t you say anything?” 


“Because I was trying to keep it a secret?” Izuku replied, so dryly that Mina could easily imagine 
his raised eyebrow and incredulous expression. 


The woman must have winced, because her voice was noticeably strained as she admitted, “That’s 
fair. But yeah, we’d love to meet her!” 


Mina could feel her heart beating louder. She wasn’t going to get out of this one, was she? Her fear 
kept rising, anticipation building endlessly. 


Izuku said, “Alright. Just...be understanding, alright? She’s kinda shy.” 
“Shy about what?” the second woman asked. 
“Uhbh...it’s a long story,” Izuku said weakly. Mina snorted at that. It certainly was. 


Perhaps to avoid any more pointed questions from his friends, Izuku called out, loud enough that 
Mina would have been able to hear him from the bedroom, “Hey, Mina! Can you come here for a 
second?” 


Mina winced. More softly-and a little embarrassed at being caught eavesdropping-she called back, 
“You don’t have to be so loud, Izuku. I’m right here.” 


The women both made surprised noises, while Izuku caught himself and replied, “Oh, sorry, babe, 
I didn’t realize you were there. Is everything okay?” 


Maybe it sounded innocuous to Izuku’s friends, but Mina knew what he was really asking. He 
wanted to make sure that she was okay with this. If she wasn’t, he’d stop the whole thing, and 
damn the consequences. 


She was sorely tempted to say no. She really was. But, when it came down to it, she trusted Izuku, 
and he’d told her that she could trust his friends. And part of her wanted to be seen, at least by 
them. Maybe...maybe it could work out okay. 


“Yeah,” she answered. “Everything’s fine.” 

Izuku didn’t seem convinced. “You sure?” he asked. 

“I’m sure,” she confirmed. “You want me to come out there?” 

“If you’d like to,” Izuku told her. 

Mina nodded to herself. “Alright,” she said, taking one last deep breath. 

As she stepped out into the room, the first woman said, “So, Izuku, how did you two...meet...” 


As Mina revealed herself, the voice-which apparently belonged to a short, solid-looking woman 
with shoulder-length brown hair and adorable pink spots on her cheeks-slowly trailed off as she got 
a good look at Mina. Her jaw hung open, shock visible on her face. 


There was a crashing sound, and Mina looked over to see that the second woman-tall, elegant, with 
silky black hair tied up in a spiky ponytail-had dropped the teacup she’d been holding. Her 


gorgeous features were just as frozen and shocked as the brown-haired woman’s. 


“Here Iam,” Mina thought, a bit too savagely to be said aloud. “Look at me. Let it sink in. Izuku is 
in love with a mutant.” 


For a frozen, infinite heartbeat, nobody moved or spoke. The women just stared, and Mina did her 
best not to crumble under their gazes. She fiercely controlled her blush, keeping her skin pink 
instead of purple. 


The brown-haired woman coughed. “Oh,” she said, so quietly and softly it could have been a 
squeak. Her friend just stared helplessly. 


Izuku stood from his own seat, coming to put an arm around Mina. She welcomed the solid, 
anchoring touch, soaking up his warmth, his strength. She couldn’t look away from the brown- 
haired woman’s eyes. She couldn’t make sense of her eyes. The expression in them was frozen, 
stunned...but not hostile. Not yet. Would that change? 


“Ochako,” Izuku said in a firm, defiant voice, nodding at the brown-haired woman, “Momo. This 
is my girlfriend, Mina.” 


Mina nodded. “Hi,” she said weakly, but without flinching. 


All of a sudden, the silence snapped. The brown-haired woman-Ochako-erupted from her seat, 
squealing. Mina braced herself as the slightly shorter woman skidded to a stop in front of her. 


“Holy shit!” Ochako cried, beaming. “You’re gorgeous!” 


Mina’s brain screeched to a halt. Nope. Did not compute. No sense at all. She stared awkwardly as 
Ochako continued, “It’s nice to meet you! Sorry about the reaction, you caught me off guard a 
little...” 


Managing to shove away whatever awkward feelings Ochako had managed to dredge up with her 
words, Mina choked out, “I-it’s fine, I do that a lot.” 


Ochako shrugged. “Still,” she replied. “I didn’t expect Izuku to have a girlfriend before he turned 
thirty, let alone one so beautiful.” 


Mina promptly suffered a total mental freeze-up again, leaving Izuku to splutter, “Hey!” 


Ochako just laughed, letting the tense atmosphere dissolve even faster, like clouds breaking up as 
the sun burst through. 


Having taken a little longer to recover from her surprise, Momo finally leaned down to clean up 
the shattered remnants of her teacup, a broom seeming to materialize from her hand in a shower of 
glittering sparkles. When she was done, she, too, came to coo over Mina. 


Mina found herself envious of the tall, beautiful woman. She seemed to own the space around her, 
carrying herself with a confidence that suggested that she knew she belonged there. But Momo was 
all smiles and kindness as she said, “It’s wonderful to meet you, Mina.” 


“T-it’s nice to meet you, too,” Mina replied, still awkward and a little overwhelmed. She’d been 
bracing herself for a bad reaction-or at least an icy one. But instead, Izuku’s friends seemed to be 
swooning over her. What the fuck was going on? 


Somehow, they all ended up sitting back down, with Mina secure and warm with Izuku’s arm 


around her. Ochako and Momo returned to their own seats on the couch opposite them. 


“T do still want to know how you met,” Ochako said, unable to stop grinning. “I bet it’s a real 
story.” 


Mina couldn’t help but chuckle. Looking at Izuku, she agreed, “Oh, it sure is. For starters, I saved 
his life.” 

Ochako’s eyes widened. Izuku, recognizing the sudden worry on his friends’ faces, sighed, “Yeah. 
She did. I’m fine now, though.” 

“Thanks to me,” Mina added. Izuku just rolled his eyes and wrapped his arm around her more 
tightly. Mina certainly wasn’t going to complain about that. 


Momo and Ochako exchanged a look, communicating a thousand worries at once. At last, Momo 
said evenly, “I didn’t realize you had been in danger, Izuku.” 


Izuku winced. Softly, he said, “A villain got a couple lucky hits. I was up and walking the next 
day, thanks to Mina stepping in.” 


Mina nodded. She wondered how they were possibly going to explain the rest of the story without 
making the heroes freak out. She was fine with revealing herself to Izuku’s friends, but she didn’t 
want to talk about her past, or how she and Izuku had gotten closer, or...any of it, really. 


Ochako opened her mouth, presumably to ask another question, but before she could, the apartment 
was filled with a shrieking noise coming from Izuku’s pocket. Mina flinched at the sound, but 
Izuku moved quickly, yanking his phone out and answering it with the steely gaze of a hero that 
always laid under whatever expression he wore. He nodded along with whatever the voice on the 
other end told him, then said, “Understood. I’m on my way.” 


He rose from his seat, looking torn between frustration and guilt. “Villain fight in the 
Underground,” he explained, clearly embarrassed. “They’re calling me in.” 


“On your day off?” Mina asked, incredulous. Izuku nodded, as did Ochako and Momo. They all 
knew that, if they were needed, days off didn’t matter. They’d be called anyway. 


Izuku hesitated for a moment, looking reluctant to leave Mina alone with Ochako and Momo. Mina 
felt the same way...but she also knew that Izuku had to go. It was in his nature to help people. If 
he was needed, that was that. 


Ochako, it seemed, knew it as well. She made eye contact with Mina, and nodded once. Then, she 
told Izuku, “You get going. Mina can come hang out with us for the day. Maybe we can get coffee 
or something. I'd like to get to know her better, anyway.” 


Still, Izuku didn’t move. He looked at Mina, a hundred fears warring on his face. Mina took a deep 
breath. She wasn’t exactly looking forward to spending the day with two heroes, but...they were 
Izuku’s friends. They had called her beautiful. Ochako barely seemed fazed by the revelation that 
the Number One Hero was dating a mutant. Maybe...maybe she could trust them. Just for today. 


She nodded to Izuku. “Get going,” she said firmly. “I'll be fine. Go do your hero shit.” 


Izuku let out a deep breath, finally realizing that there was no point in arguing. “Okay,” he said, 
leaning down to kiss Mina gently. “I love you.” 


“T love you too, you big dumb hero,” Mina replied. “Now go.” 


Izuku straightened, then ran out onto the balcony. Without even pausing, he threw himself from the 


top of a skyscraper, green lightning wreathing him as he vanished from sight. 


Now alone in the apartment with two heroes she barely knew, Mina turned, forcing herself to stop 
trembling. Ochako rose from her own seat, Momo half a step behind her. 


“Coffee?” she offered. “I know a good place not far from here.” 
Mina nodded. “Sounds good,” she said. 


With that, the three of them left, as well. Mina couldn’t help but wonder why she felt so scared of 
what was to come. 


Chapter End Notes 
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As they rode the elevator down from Izuku’s apartment, Mina felt her nerves rising. Not about the 
impending conversations with Ochako and Momo, really. No, she was more worried about how the 
hell she was supposed to go out in public. 


As the floors dinged away, she began, “So, uh...how exactly are we going to get there without 
causing a shitstorm? Because I get the feeling that I won’t be welcome wherever we’re going.” 


Ochako and Momo exchanged a look, and Mina couldn’t help but wonder if they’d even thought 
about that. Had they even realized how different her experience would be from theirs? 


After a second, Ochako said, “Momo, just make her one of the gizmos.” 
Momo raised an eyebrow. “That’s not what it’s called,” she said. “It’s a holographic-” 


“T don’t care what it’s called, it’s a gizmo,” Ochako repeated, grinning mischievously. If Mina 
wasn’t so goddamn confused about what they were talking about, she would have laughed. 


Momo gave a long-suffering sigh, and held out her hand. A brief shower of sparkles erupted from 
her palm, and when they faded away, there was a small, flat, circular object with a tiny blue light 
on the top. Mina stared at it as Momo gave it to her. 


“What’s this?” she asked, confused. It was barely bigger than a quarter, and the base seemed to be 
sticky. 


“Tt’s a disguise projector,” Ochako answered, gesturing to the side of her neck, where Mina spotted 
an identical dot attached to her skin. “It makes you look different. Most top heroes use them when 
they want to go out in public without being recognized.” 


To demonstrate, Ochako pressed the dot, which made a distinctive de-woop sound, then cast a veil 


of shimmering light over Ochako, which rapidly resolved itself into a picture-perfect image of a 
woman who was decidedly not Ochako. The same height and build, yes, but different clothes, long 
blonde hair in a ponytail, blue eyes, and an entirely different facial structure. She looked 
completely unrecognizable. 


“See?” Ochako said, making Mina shudder-hearing Ochako’s voice from a completely strange 
woman was weird. “Simple.” 


Momo rolled her eyes. “Not quite simple,” she shot back, “But good enough, I guess. By the way, 
the disguise you get is randomized. Which means you ended up looking like a female All Might by 
complete accident.” 


Ochako froze. “I do?’ she asked, incredulous. She stared into the reflective metal of the elevator, 
then muttered, “Fuck, I do. How did I not notice that on the way up?” 


Mina couldn’t help but chuckle. As the elevator dinged towards the first floor, Momo activated her 
own projector, replacing her image with that of a woman with short, red-dyed hair, multiple 
piercings, and a t-shirt with a rock album cover on it. Mina took a deep breath, then attached her 
projector to the back of her hand. 


De-woop. 


Mina stared at the false face she wore, barely comprehending it. Brown eyes. Freckles. Long, curly 
brown hair under a baseball cap. Skin so pale it nearly hurt her eyes. 


It wasn’t her. It was so obviously not her that for a moment Mina could only glance down at her 
own hands, wondering if it had somehow failed. But there they were, no longer pink-but still 
freckled. Odd, the things that carried over. 


Mina shook her head as the elevator came to a stop. “What the hell?” she muttered. 
“Tt’s pretty weird, the first time,” Ochako told her sympathetically. 


Mina snorted. “Weird” was an understatement. Staring at her face and knowing that somehow she 
didn’t look like a mutant anymore was...deeply, deeply unnerving. The face in the mirror was 
pretty-prettier than Mina’s inhuman, scarred face, by conventional standards. But it wasn’t hers. 
Funny, how Mina had spent years wondering what she would look like if she wasn’t a mutant, and 
when she found out...she didn’t like it much. 


Luckily, she was spared from a spiral into her own self-hatred by a sudden, furious thought. “Wait 
a second,” she said as the elevator door slid open and they walked through the building’s lobby, “If 
these things exist, why the fuck does Izuku go around in a fucking hat and sunglasses for a 
disguise?” 


Ochako and Momo shared an incredulous look. “He’s still doing that?” they said disbelievingly. 
Mina looked at them in shock. “What do you mean, “still?” she demanded. 


Shaking her head and looking tempted to burst out laughing, Ochako explained, “He did that in 
school, too. All the rest of us were using these things, and he insisted on just going out in that 
stupid hat and sunglasses. Nobody expected it to work. And yet-” 


“Tt does,” Mina finished. “Some-fucking-how, it does. How the fuck does nobody spot the green- 
haired, six-foot-whatever dude who’s built like that? How many of those can there be in this damn 
country?” 


Ochako and Momo laughed. “Look, we don’t know either,” Momo agreed. “It really isn’t fair.” 


Mina couldn’t help but feel some of the tension in her body draining away as they began making 
their way down the street. Nobody looked twice at them. For the first time, she really started to 
feel like she belonged aboveground. Funny how all it took was no longer looking like a mutant. 


“Speaking of Izuku being built,” Ochako added as they walked, a telltale grin on her face. “It 
seems like you’ ve been enjoying yourself in that regard.” 


Mina fought off a blush, chuckling along with Momo as she nodded. It honestly felt good to have 
someone to joke about this stuff with. “Definitely,” she agreed. “I’m certainly not complaining.” 


“That’s the spirit,’ Ochako said approvingly. “You’re a lucky woman, Mina.” 


Mina nodded. “You have no idea,” she thought, with a touch of guilt. If it wasn’t for Izuku, she 
might well be dead now. At the very least, she wouldn’t be able to walk around aboveground, free 
to enjoy the fresh air and sunlight, secure in knowing that she wouldn’t starve to death. 


“You’re just saying that because you had a crush on Izuku in high school,” Momo said, making 
Mina raise an eyebrow and Ochako turn pink. 


“We agreed to never talk about that again!” the brown-haired girl said indignantly. “It was one 
year, dammit!” 


“And you spent most of it making a fool of yourself,” Momo noted. 


Ochako growled. “Careful there, Little Miss Perfect,” she said dangerously. “I’ve got plenty of 
stories of you and a certain half-and-half boy.” 


Momo blushed deeply. “I retract my statement,” she mumbled. “Please don’t talk about the closet 
incident.” 


Ochako nodded in satisfaction. “The three different closet incidents, you mean,” she replied. “You 
really could not keep your hands off of Shoto.” 


Momo got even redder. Mina couldn’t help but snicker a bit at that. The sound made Ochako turn, 
an apologetic look on her face. Mina couldn’t help but feel a bit wary of Ochako, given her 
apparent past interest in her boyfriend. Sue her, but Mina was plenty protective of what she 
considered hers. And Izuku was hers. 


“Just to be clear, you don’t have anything to worry about from me, by the way,” Ochako assured 
her. “It was a stupid crush, and I got over it years ago. Izuku and I are just friends.” 


Mina nodded. She believed it; Ochako didn’t strike her as the sort to scheme or lie about romantic 
interest. Besides, Izuku had clearly shown no interest in Ochako, and plenty in Mina. 


Soon, they reached the coffee shop, which was a decent level of crowded-enough people to blend 
in with, not enough to feel cramped or even that busy. Momo paid for drinks and pastries while 
Ochako and Mina located a private booth in the back of the shop, complete with curtains to conceal 
the occupants. It seemed that this place had more than a little experience with heroic customers 
who preferred to avoid being recognized. 


By the time Momo joined them, Ochako and Mina had deactivated their disguises-the projectors 
would recall the disguise and use it again when they left, the only exception to the randomization- 
and were talking again. 


The conversation shifted once all three women were in the booth. At first, it had been mere small 
talk, but soon, it became a more focused interrogation, which Mina had honestly expected. 


“So,” Ochako asked, “How exactly did you save Izuku’s life?” 


Mina played with her half-eaten pastry-she figured she could at least pretend to have table 
manners-as she searched for a good way to tell the story without, y’ know, revealing everything. 
Eventually, she responded, “It’s...more or less what he said. A villain got a lucky hit, I happened to 
be in the area. I stepped in, took out the villain, and let Red Riot take care of Izuku.” 


Ochako and Momo shared a look. “You took out the villain?” Ochako repeated, clearly surprised. 


Mina winced. Shit. She really wasn’t good at looking like a regular old civilian. “Yeah,” she 
admitted. “I got pretty lucky too, in hindsight.” 


She hadn’t, but hey, they didn’t need to know that. 
“So, how did Izuku like being saved?” Momo asked. 


Despite herself, Mina chuckled a little. “Seeing as he started chasing me all over the damn city, 
pretty well, I think,” she said. 


Ochako frowned. “Why was he doing that?” she asked. 


Okay, Mina was just really fucking bad at keeping secrets, apparently. Weakly, she admitted, “T, 
uh, may have run away from the scene without identifying myself.” 


Momo and Ochako raised their eyebrows. “Why?” Momo asked. 


Mina snorted, gesturing at her face. “Well, because I look like this,” she replied, failing to keep 
bitterness out of her voice. “Is it any wonder that I wasn’t keen to hang out around heroes? Or for 
Ejiro and Izuku to chase me around half the damn Underground?” 


Ochako didn’t respond, a strange, possibly understanding look on her face. Momo, though, looked 
mildly affronted. 


“What are you talking about?” the posh girl asked. “I’m sure they just wanted to talk to you!” 
“Sure,” Mina said, “But I’m a mutant. I see heroes coming after me, I run. It doesn’t matter what 
they want. They could be bringing me cake for all I care, they’re still heroes.” 


Momo frowned, and Mina remembered that she and Ochako were heroes. Oops. 
“T still don’t get it,’ Momo admitted. 


Mina rolled her eyes. Of course she didn’t get it. Momo had probably never even heard of 
someone being wrongfully arrested or beaten up by heroes for no good reason. Mina had. 


“Look, I was a thief, okay?” she snapped. “Izuku caught me stealing food at one point, and at that 
point I was just trying to escape with my life.” 


As soon as the words left her mouth, Mina saw Momo’s gaze shift. Ochako’s expression barely 
changed, but Momo’s face froze like a pond in winter. 
“Hang on, you were a villain?” Momo said. 


Mina winced, but couldn’t help the resentment that bubbled up in her gut. “By your standards? 
Yes. But not by mine,” she shot back. “I was a homeless thief before I met Izuku. I literally stole 


food to get by. Tell me how that qualifies as being a villain in any system but this one.” 


Momo opened her mouth to say something, but Ochako elbowed her before she could. “Mina’s 
right, Yaomomo,” she murmured. Mina’s eyes widened. Ochako agreed with her. 


Momo caught herself, took a deep breath, and nodded. “Sorry,” she said weakly. “You’re right, of 
course.” 


Mina nodded, arms crossed across her chest. She remained wary, ready to react in a heartbeat. Her 
pulse was pounding in her veins. 


“So...yeah,” she said weakly, determined to end this line of conversation before it got any worse. 
“That’s the story. A homeless thief makes a stupid decision to get involved in something that had 
nothing to do with her...and Izuku, bless his stupid golden heart, somehow turned that into us 
meeting and...falling in love, I guess. There’s more to the story that that, obviously, but...” 


But Mina was unwilling to share anymore. But she would take the secrets of what happened in that 
cavern with the Neo-Stainists and Toga to her grave. But Ochako and Momo didn’t deserve to 
know how Mina had somehow fallen for the one man more unachievable than any other-and found 
that he loved her back. 


Ochako nodded. “Fair enough,” she said, acknowledging Mina’s reluctance. 


Momo chuckled lightly. “It sounds like quite the story,” she agreed. “And it’s nice to know that, 
despite everything, there’s some good mutants out there.” 


Instantly, Mina froze. Everything stopped, icing over as cold, steady rage crept into her soul. She 
couldn’t let that slide. With the force of a thousand unsaid shouts, she snapped, “No.” 


Ochako had an uncomfortable look on her face as Momo stopped mid-laugh, caught off guard by 
the sudden chill in Mina’s eyes. “Excuse me?” she asked, weakly, awkwardly. As if she didn’t 
know what she had just said. 


“There are no “good mutants,” Mina hissed, hard and bitter. She’d heard that sentiment before-to 
explain away any mutant who managed to escape the conditions they were kept in, to force anyone 
who transcended the chains of their birth back into a nice neat box to keep people comfortable in 
their hate. “There aren’t bad mutants, either. I’m not one of the “good ones,” I’m just me. I’m just 
like every other mutant down here, and they’re all just like me.” 


Momo frowned. “T-that’s not what I meant,” she said awkwardly. “I meant that you-that Izuku 
clearly saw something special in you, or else he wouldn’t have-” 


“Wouldn’t have what?” Mina interrupted. “Wouldn’t have let me walk free? Wouldn’t have fallen 
in love with me? Wouldn’t have thought I was good enough to deserve either of those things?” 


Momo flinched, and Mina felt her blood rise. And here she’d thought, even just for a moment, that 
maybe Izuku’s friends would be better. Him, she was willing to believe was a decent person, 
willing to make the effort to bridge the gap between them. Momo, though...had casually declared 
most mutants as unworthy, as lesser, as something that Mina was different from because non- 
mutants liked her. Mina said, “Look, we...we don’t fight against our evil natures or any of that shit. 
We’re just us. We aren’t the subhuman monsters we get painted as. You try to divide us into men 
and monsters...but there’s no such thing. There’s just people . And either we’re all “the good 
ones,” or none of us are.” 


Momo faltered, looking deeply uncomfortable. She didn’t seem angry, exactly, which Mina found 


herself thankful for; some part of her realized that maybe pissing off a hero wasn’t a great idea, 
especially when she was in their power. A shiver ran down her spine as the awkward silence 
stretched on. 


Mina felt acid prickle in her hands, though Momo had made no hostile move. Her teeth were 
gritted, her shoulders hunched. Momo couldn’t meet her eyes. 


Then, Ochako’s hand covered Mina’s. Mina looked up, startled, acid dripping away. She met 
Ochako’s eyes, and the brown-haired woman shook her head ever so slightly. Mina saw a look she 
couldn’t name in Ochako’s face, something between rock-hard sternness and aching empathy. 


Softly, but firmly, Ochako said, “I think that’s enough. Momo, could you give us a moment?” 


Still looking awkward and horrified, Momo frowned. “I...” she began hesitantly, before catching 
herself. She sighed. “Okay.” 


The tall woman stood from the table, leaving the private booth in a swish of fabric. Mina wasn’t 
sure whether she’d moved with embarrassment or anger, and struggled to find it in herself to care. 


Now alone with Ochako, Mina braced herself for an argument. She expected Ochako to argue, to 
lecture her on respect, to take her friend’s side. Why wouldn’t she? It was what Mina would do. 


Instead, Ochako laid her hand on Mina’s again, and softly said, “I...apologize for Momo. She’s...I 
love her, I do, but she grew up rich. There are so many things she doesn’t know...so many things 
she doesn’t realize she’s been taught. She tries, but sometimes she...well, says things like that.” 


Mina’s head shot up, and she stared at Ochako, surprised and confused. What? 
Still, Mina’s eyes narrowed. “You say that like you’re different,” she said, icy calm. 
Ochako smiled apologetically. “I like to think I am,” she replied, shrugging. 


Mina moved her hand away, maintaining the gap between them. “We all like to think things,” she 
scoffed. “I like to think that I’m not a monster. I like to think that I deserve better than to be forced 
to live in a cave. I like to think that I’m not “one of the good ones.” A shame the world seems to 
disagree.” 


To her credit, Ochako didn’t flinch. Her smile did fade a little, though, replaced by a steady, firm 
expression. Calmly, she said, “Look. I get it. I can’t imagine what you’ ve been through...but I 
understand.” 


Mina frowned. “How does that make sense?” she asked. “What are you talking about?” 


For the first time since Mina had met her, Ochako hesitated. She looked unsure of herself, clearly 
debating what to say next. At last, she responded, “It’s...hard to explain. But believe me, the last 
thing I want to do is judge you, or make you feel unwelcome.” 


Mina felt the icy rage in her chest begin to thaw. Ochako hadn’t been angry, hadn’t brushed off the 
things Momo had said. She was trying to bridge the gap. Mina...could respect that. 


Awkwardly, she answered, “It’s not you that’s making me feel unwelcome. It’s...all of this.” 


Mina gestured around them, to the fancy booth in a bustling shop, to the people who would scream 
in terror if they saw her face, to the world she didn’t belong to. 


To Mina’s surprise, Ochako smiled. It wasn’t the beaming, sunny smile she’d seen on the brown- 
haired woman’s face so often, though. It was the wry, bitter, amused smile of someone who knew 
where they belonged, and knew that that place certainly wasn’t here. It was the kind of smile Mina 
had been wearing ever since she started living with Izuku. 


“IT know what you mean,” Ochako chuckled, crossing her arms. She’d made no attempt to touch 
Mina again, giving her space, giving her agency. Mina forced herself to not feel grateful for it. 


“Do you?” she asked, her voice still flinty, her body still drawn in tight, as if trying to protect 
herself. 


Ochako nodded. She drummed her fingers on the table, eyes distant, a bitter smile on her lips. She 
looked like a different person than Mina had seen; or maybe it was a side of her that she hid, 
refusing to let it out. Maybe she’d never had anyone to let it out around before. “Better than you 
think, I imagine,” Ochako told her. “I grew up in the poorest, most rural part of Japan. There 
wasn’t much difference between mutants and non-mutants there-we were all equally broke. My 
parents...they did their best to shelter me from it, but I went to bed hungry some nights. That isn’t 
the kind of thing you forget. It shapes you, leaves scars you can’t hide.” 


Mina’s eyes widened. It was as if Ochako had pulled the words from Mina’s very soul. She 
understood the wry chuckle on Ochako’s lips, the madness of finding another person who knew. 
Mina nodded. “I know,” she whispered, not trusting herself to say anything more. 


Ochako nodded, as if to herself. She continued, “We didn’t have heroes, where I grew up. We 
didn’t have many villains, either...but the ones we did have weren’t important enough to stop. The 
heroes didn’t care. So what if a few rickety farmhouses get knocked down? They weren’t fit for 
people to live in anyway. Why bother going all the way out there to protect a couple dirty farmers 
or a tiny town where nobody has a job?” 


Mina was silent. She didn’t know what to say. It was...eye-opening, in a way. She’d always 
thought that there were two worlds, above the ground and below it. One was perfect, the other 
hellish. And yet...Ochako existed. 


Ochako was still speaking. She told Mina, “When I first walked into VA, I knew I didn’t belong. It 
was like a crawling feeling up my spine; I was sure that it was no place for a broke girl with a rural 
accent. I was determined to hide myself, to be someone who did belong. I don’t think I’ ve ever 
stopped. Even now, part of me refuses to believe that I’m actually a hero. Surely everyone can tell 
I’m just a fake.” 


Ochako looked Mina dead in the eyes, and Mina felt a distant sort of shock at how deeply she 
understood the expression on the shorter woman’s face. It was bitter and hungry and hopeless and 
amused all at once. Most of all, though, it was kind, kind in a way Mina had never seen before. Tsu 
was kind, Fumi had... been kind. But they had been naturally kind, so much so that nothing could 
have kept it from surfacing. But Ochako wore her kindness like scars, brandishing it like a weapon. 
It was an angry kindness. 


Mina remembered Tsu’s words, the last time she’d seen her, and wondered. Maybe she was wrong. 
Maybe the people who she’d called family had this same sort of kindness. Maybe that was the only 
kind of kindness there was. 


Ochako finished, “So...yeah. I do understand, Mina. Not everything, of course not. But I think... 
we all experience hunger the same way. The bitterness, the fury. The knowledge that a truly just 
world wouldn’t be like this.” 


Fumbling for words, Mina managed to ask, “How...how do you bear it? How did you become a 
hero, knowing what they do?” 


Ochako snorted. “For the money, of course,” she replied, throwing Mina off once again. “And I 
used to be ashamed about that. But I’m not anymore. Why should I be? I’ve never had money in 
my life-and not through any fault of my own. Why should I blush about it? I don’t want to be rich-I 
never did. I just wanted my family to have enough to eat.” 


Mina laughed. She couldn’t help it. Oh, what she would give to watch a conversation between 
Ochako and a Neo-Stainist. But, well...that was just it, she realized. Everyone wanted a simple 
narrative, a clear enemy, true evil to define themselves against. But the world was never so kind. 


Then, Ochako turned her hands over, and Mina’s eyes widened once again. Staring at the fleshy, 
unnatural pads on her fingers, Mina gasped, “Y-your hands...you’re...” 


Ochako looked down, and winced when she realized she’d revealed them. It seemed like an 
unconscious habit to keep her hands closed or hidden most of the time. “Yeah,” she admitted 
quietly. “I wouldn’t go so far as to call myself a mutant, but...yes. My quirk relies on physical 
mutations...and yet nobody’s ever called me a mutant. And that’s the issue, isn’t it? The lines we 
draw between ourselves...they’re so thin. So blurry. What is a mutant, anyway? Most people have 
some sort of physical mutation related to their quirk. I have my pads. Momo’s body is way denser 
and more efficient at processing lipids than a normal person. Doesn’t that count? Hell, you’ve met 
Ejiro. Do his teeth make him a mutant? They’ re definitely not like a normal human’s. That 
distinction, the categories we use to define each other-they’re meaningless. They always have 
been.” 


Mina nodded along, her mind reeling. She’d never thought about it that way. She’d always 
assumed that there was a reason people like her had been singled out. But it was so much more 
complex-nothing was ever simple. Ochako was right. 


“T'd...never considered that,’ Mina admitted. “I... ve always let those categories define my view 
of the world. Mutants and non-mutants. Abovegrounders and belowgrounders.” 


Ochako nodded. “It’s hard not to,” she agreed. “When everyone is telling you that they’re real, 
when everyone divides themselves along those lines. But if you want to bridge those gaps, you 
have to realize that, often, there’s not a gap there to bridge at all. It’s like you said, to Momo. 
There’s no such thing as men and monsters. There’s just people.” 


Mina smiled. She couldn’t help it. For the first time, something inside her really, truly hoped that 
she might be able to make this relationship with Izuku work. Maybe she could survive the spotlight 
she’d inevitably face. 


“Now,” Ochako said softly after a few minutes of comfortable silence. “Should I go ahead and tell 
Momo she can come back in?” 


Mina hesitated. Softly, she said, “I...don’t know. I don’t want to let her off just because we had a 
nice conversation.” 


“That’s okay,” Ochako replied. “‘Just...if I know Momo, she’s feeling awful right now because she 
messed up. She screwed up, but that’s how we learn. From our mistakes. Would you be willing to 
give her a chance? I think she’ll surprise you.” 


Mina took a deep breath, and thought about it. She decided...she decided that she could. One 
chance. No more. 


“Okay,” she said. “I'll give her a shot.” 


Ochako smiled gratefully, and slipped out of the booth. 


When Momo re-entered the booth, she looked very different from the proud woman who Mina had 
met. She seemed nervous, unable to meet Mina’s eyes. Mina said nothing; if Momo wanted 
forgiveness, she’d have to ask. 


At last, Momo worked up her courage, and said, “I’m...sorry, Mina. I shouldn’t have said that.” 
“Yeah,” Mina said bluntly, “You shouldn’t have.” 

Momo winced. Ochako said nothing, clearly letting the two of them hash it out. 

Mina extended her hand, and Momo looked up in shock as Mina laid her fingers over Momo’s. 


“But,” Mina continued, “as much as you hurt me, I’m not in the business of hating people over one 
mistake. And it was a mistake.” 


She met Momo’s eyes, daring her to disagree. Momo nodded. “I-it was,” she said. “I...won’t do it 
again, I promise.” 


“That’s all ’'m asking,” Mina said. “Learn from it, alright? I know you probably haven’t ever had 
somebody tell you when you’re wrong about people like me. That’s not my job, but...well, ’m not 
in the mood to make enemies over something stupid and thoughtless that got said at a coffee shop. 
So...truce?” 


Momo took her hand, looking grateful, and Mina knew that, despite it all, she could be friends with 
this woman. She was strong enough to admit her own failings, and learn from them. Mina had no 
place to ask for anything more than that. 


“Truce,” Momo agreed. Ochako smiled happily as Mina withdrew her hand. 


“Now then,” the brown-haired woman said with a laugh, “Are we finally allowed to hear how 
Izuku’s clothes got everywhere in his apartment?” 


Mina’s grin was blindingly white, and so full of mischief that she was pretty sure it made Izuku 
shudder from miles and miles away. 


“Oh, definitely,” she said. “I’ve got some stories to tell.” 


The war between the Outcasts and the Tunnel rats lasted two weeks. 


Two weeks of bloodshed, of men and women dying and killing in the closest quarters imaginable; 
face-to-face in tunnels no wider than them, cramped and claustrophobic, suffocating under 
thousands upon thousands of tons of earth above. Two weeks of knife-fights in the belly of the 
beast. Two weeks of making the ground shake and the Depths howl, as the Outcasts pressed the 
Tunnel Rats back, back, back into their tunnels, forcing them ever closer to the Nexus, their home 
base. Two weeks of blood and fire staining the stone. 


Mezou and Tsu, still living in a sort of limbo in Homeland, unable to go back home-if that house on 
the cliffside really was home anymore-saw it all. The endless tide of wounded, the way Ibara 
seemed constantly exhausted, but thriving at the same time. The way Fumikage’s expression grew 


ever more strained, as though each casualty weighed on him like a ton of bricks. 
Knowing him, they did. 


Perhaps that was why Mezou wasn’t surprised to hear a knock on the door of the small home 
Fumikage had given to him and Tsu. Sure enough, when he opened the door, Fumi stood there, 
dark cloak hanging off his frame. Kamakiri-who often clung to Fumikage like a shadow-was 
nowhere to be seen. 


“Can I come in?” Fumikage asked. He sounded distracted, and deeply tired. 


Mezou held his gaze for a moment, wondering where all the anger he’d had at Fumikage when 
they’d first reconnected had gone. Then, wordlessly, he stepped aside, allowing Fumikage to enter. 


Fumikage nodded gratefully as the door closed behind him. He said, “I hate to interrupt, but...I 
need to talk to you.” 


Mezou nodded as he led Fumikage into the small living room. The two sat in the ratty, rickety 
chairs with dead silence still stretching between them. Fumikage looked around for a second, 
seemingly hesitant. Eventually, he asked, “Where’s Tsu?” 


“The hospital,” Mezou answered. “She’s...needed there. [bara asked her to help.” 


Fumikage nodded. Neither of them needed elaboration; they both knew how bad the fighting had 
gotten, how many Outcasts had had to go to the massive tent complex that served as Homeland’s 
hospital. And how many hadn’t come back out. 


The silence fell again, and Mezou wondered just how shaken Fumi was; he seemed vastly different 
to the confident, proud leader who had welcomed them to the city he’d built. He seemed 
apprehensive, nervous, as if he didn’t want to be here. 


Then why had he come? 


Eventually, Mezou sighed, crossing his arms as he demanded, “Alright, Fumi, spit it out. What do 
you want to talk about?” 


Fumikage drummed his fingers on the armrest of the old, broken chair. At last, he said, “We’ve 
pushed the Tunnel Rats back to the Nexus. The war is almost over.” 


Mezou nodded thoughtfully. The Nexus was one of many strange features of the Depths, a place 
where dozens of tunnels converged on a single point, forming the perfect logistics hub for a 
smuggler organization like the Tunnel Rats, who depended on their mastery of the tunnels and 
ability to transport goods and people through the whole Underground faster and sneakier than 
anyone else. Of course, like the headquarters of every organization in the Depths-including the 
Outcasts-the Nexus was also a fantastic defensive position. The Tunnel Rats had total control of 
every approach, and could flank or escape any assault with ease. And that wasn’t even taking into 
account the fact that they had access to weapons well beyond the means of any other gang. 


“That’s good news,” Mezou mused, wondering to himself when he’d started considering the 
impending destruction of one of the most powerful gangs in the Depths to be good news. “But you 
still have to breach the Nexus itself. And that’ ll be...” 


“Difficult,” Fumikage agreed with a snort, amused at the supreme understatement. “But not 
impossible. Not with me.” 


Mezou raised an eyebrow. If it were anyone else, he would have thought it was empty bluster. But 
Fumikage...Fumikage didn’t bluster. His cold, steady eyes told the truth. He really thought he 
could do this. 


“Why have you come to me, then?” he asked. “It sounds like you’ ve got things pretty well 
handled.” 


Fumikage sighed, then met his eyes. “Because I’m worried about what will happen after I handle 
the Tunnel Rats,” he replied. 


Mezou didn’t know what that was supposed to mean. Wordlessly, he gestured for Fumikage to 
keep talking. 


Fumikage did just that. “After I destroyed Clawhome,” he explained, “I...struggled with Dark 
Shadow for a day or so. He got antsy, wanting to be let loose again. He... enjoyed the destruction. 
It took everything I had to keep him under control, to remind him of our deal.” 


Mezou felt a chill run down his spine. He’d suspected Fumikage had had a hand in the destruction 
of Clawhome, but to hear him say it so casually, so calmly...it was deeply unnerving. Mezou 
remembered seeing the mighty pillar smashed apart, cleaved into three with terrifying ease by 
something truly enormous. Fumikage had never been that powerful, at least that Mezou could 
remember. Strong, yes. But that strong? Only Atlas could match power like that. 


What had Fumi become? 


Mezou forced his concerns down as Fumikage continued, “I...want you to come along, Mezou. 
You won’t have to fight. But I want someone there who knows how precarious my control can be, 
and who can help me maintain it. Because if I want to defeat the Tunnel Rats, I’m going to have to 
let Dark Shadow loose.” 


Mezou frowned. “What am I supposed to do?” he asked. 


Fumikage said, “Ideally, nothing. But if I falter, if Dark Shadow starts getting free...I want you to 
be there. Dark Shadow knows you. He likes you. Maybe...maybe that’ll make him hesitate.” 


Mezou didn’t think so. It was a dangerous game, assigning human qualities to Dark Shadow-he 
was, at the end of the day, something inhuman, something so strange and unique that not even 
Fumikage really understood what he was. Or if he did, Mezou’s oldest friend had never said 
anything about it. But to Mezou, Dark Shadow had never really seemed to have emotions like that. 
He could feign them, certainly, and had a dry sense of humor that played particularly well off of 
his dour host. But at the end of the day, he was a shadow monster, and if he had any feelings, they 
were likely to be as unknowable as his true form. 


“And if he doesn’t hesitate?” Mezou asked evenly, arms crossed over his chest. 


Fumikage took a deep breath, then met Mezou’s eyes. “Then you’re one of the only people in this 
whole city who could stop him,” he said. “And the one I trust the most to...do what needs to be 
done.” 


Mezou felt hollow at that. He didn’t dare put the feeling that ran through him into words. It was 
some strange mix of pride and affection and deep, deep horror at what Fumikage had just asked of 
him. But he knew he could do it. It wouldn’t be easy-it would be the fight of his life. He had a 
better than even chance of losing it, too. Dark Shadow was just too strong, down here in the dark. 
But he had a chance. 


Fumikage stood. “It’s your choice, of course,” he said. “But if you’re going to do it, we’re getting 
ready to move out soon. I’m sorry it’s such short notice, but...this fight has cost us all too much 
already. I want to end it before any more blood is spilled.” 


Mezou nodded. He should talk with Tsu, he knew. She would tell him all the reasons he shouldn’t 
do it, be his conscience, as she so often was. But she wasn’t here, and...and dammit, he was 
through with sitting on the sidelines. He wasn’t meant for it. The anger in his chest was rattling at 
its cage, and something deep inside him refused to stand idly by while Fumikage, his brother in all 
the ways that mattered, was about to enter a warzone. 


Some part of his brain reminded him that this was a slippery slope, that going to war alongside the 
Outcasts was getting uncomfortably close to joining them. But dammit, Mezou didn’t care. Why 
should he be so apprehensive, anyway? Fumi was their leader, and he’d built something 
miraculous here, something Mezou hadn’t realized he’d been yearning for all his life. Why 
shouldn’t he join? 


He wouldn’t. Not yet. But Mezou found himself unbothered by that slippery slope. He focused on 
the man before him, on Fumi, and said, “I'll come.” 


Fumikage didn’t smile. His weary, focused expression barely shifted. But Mezou caught a flicker 
of relief in his eyes as Fumikage said, “Thank you, Mezou. Come on, they’re gathering right now.” 


When Mezou and Fumikage arrived, the group of fifty or so mutants barely seemed surprised. 
There was some of the usual admiration and hero-worship in the eyes of many of the troops Mezou 
didn’t recognize, but less of it than usual-it seemed that Fumikage had picked a group of fighters 
who were either familiar with him or less inclined to the sort of awe common on the streets of 
Homeland. Perhaps it was both. 


They made their way through the winding tunnels outside of Homeland-still as busy as an 
aboveground freeway in many places, another sign of how large and successful the settlement had 
become-and quickly headed towards the frontlines of the fighting. If anyone was surprised by 
Mezou’s presence in the group, they didn’t say anything. He wasn’t sure if that was because they 
didn’t care, or because they assumed he was a part of the Outcasts already. He supposed it didn’t 
matter. 


In fact, the only person who did seem bothered by his presence was Kuroiro. He, Kamakiri, and 
Ibara were all part of the group-Ibara had apparently left the hospital in capable hands specifically 
to come along and keep Fumikage from getting too badly hurt. As they filed through silent, 
twisting tunnels, Mezou found himself walking next to both of the men he’d fought to the death 
just two weeks earlier. 


Sullenly, Kuroiro murmured, “T still don’t understand why a vigilante of all people is coming with 


us.” 

Mezou raised an eyebrow, looking down at the shorter man. Kuroiro glared back, looking 
disdainful. Mezou was pretty sure he could still see the odd, jagged scars running over his skin 
from their fight. 


Mezou didn’t respond, but Kamakiri turned his head to shoot Kuroiro a look that was half annoyed, 
half amused. “He’s here because Fumikage wanted him to be,” he said with the air of someone 
quoting a divine decree. For Kamakiri, it probably was. “Or do I need to remind you that the 
vigilante kicked your ass?” 


Kuroiro huffed, but turned away without saying a word. He stepped away, falling back to join 
Ibara instead. Mezou was pretty sure Kuroiro was just cranky all the time, if he was being honest. 
When he wasn’t being batshit crazy, that is. 


Turning to look at Kamakiri, Mezou idly said, “I really don’t get why you’re defending me.” 


“T’m not,” Kamakiri said cryptically, “Though Kuroiro is wrong to be so hostile. You’ ve proven 
your worth.” 


Mezou raised an eyebrow. “I tried to kill you,” he pointed out. 
Kamakiri shrugged. “That happens,” he said. “Besides, I was trying to kill you, too.” 
“Exactly,” Mezou said. “So...why the hell are we here having a casual conversation?” 


Kamakiri shrugged again. “I don’t hold grudges,” he said evenly. Too evenly, if you asked Mezou. 
“Besides, the Boss said you’re good, and I listen to what he says. He likes you; that’s good enough 
for me.” 


Mezou shook his head as Kamakiri stepped away again. Serves him right for trying to talk to 
Kamakiri; the man was insane. Not for the first time, Mezou felt like he was in fucking topsy-turvy 
land. 


He opted to stay silent for the rest of the journey. Thankfully, it wasn’t much longer. Soon enough, 
they approached a new region of tunnels, strewn with supplies and fortifications, marred by the 
obvious scars of recent fighting. Outcast fighters made way for them as they closed in on the front, 
many of them joining the group until they were nearly two hundred strong. 


At last, they reached the front. At first glance, it was much the same as any other stretch of tunnel; 
barely wide enough for four or five people to pass abreast, hewn from the rock in a roughly 
semicircular shape. This tunnel, though, was filled with rock and sandbag walls, populated by 
groups of hard-looking fighters that had dug into occupied Tunnel Rat fortifications, providing 
cover. At the end of the tunnel, Mezou could just make out a slightly brighter light source than the 
weak bulbs overhead-that must have been the Nexus. The tunnel wasn’t perfectly straight, but it 
was close enough that the whole group ducked into alcoves and other cover as they closed in. 


When the Outcast men saw Fumikage, there was a ragged cheer, though not one loud enough to 
alert the Tunnel Rats. A tall, burly man detached himself from the fighters at the front and came to 
speak to Fumikage. 


Mezou’s eyes went wide when he saw the man. He had long, shaggy golden hair, long clawmark 
scars across his torso, a mane, and fangs. 


A memory popped up unbidden in Mezou’s mind, of a dark alleyway with a pink-skinned girl 
cowering from a lion mutant. This lion mutant. His features were unmistakable; the scars on his 
chest gave him away. For a moment, instinct made Mezou want to attack the man. But then he 
paused. Clearly, he’d changed. The man Mezou remembered had been skinny and ratty-haired, 
eyes clouded and dull from starvation and desperation. The man standing in the tunnel now was 
strong and healthy. He was shirtless, revealing a body that was burly and muscular. Even his mane 
was clean and glossy-as much as living underground allowed for, of course. The man even held 
himself differently-not like a common thug or homeless bully, but like a man who had earned 
respect and knew it, his head high and his gaze solid. 


It seemed that the Outcasts really could change people. 


“Any progress?” Fumikage asked. He had to have known who the man was-he’d given him those 
scars across his chest, after all. He just didn’t care, apparently. Mezou wasn’t sure whether he was 
impressed or unnerved by that. 


The lion-man shook his head. “The bastards are too dug in,” he growled, his voice sounding far 
more confident and strong than Mezou recalled from his memories. “Every time we’ ve tried 
tunneling closer, they’ ve countered us. We can’t advance down the main tunnels, and the space 
between them is no better-it just means we get caught in a crossfire.” 


Fumikage nodded. War in the Depths was unlike war anywhere else. You had to fight in three 
dimensions-there were so many quirks capable of tunneling that enemies could appear from every 
and any angle, without warning. If they weren’t holed up behind impenetrable chokepoints in the 
tunnels, of course, which was a nightmare in its own right. The Tunnel Rats, with their mastery of 
the tunnels close to their base, were in a nigh perfect defensive position. 


Or so they thought. 


Ibara and Kuroiro shared a look, clearly thinking the same thing Mezou was thinking; their quirks 
would be useful in this situation, albeit in different ways. Kuroiro won whatever silent coin toss he 
and Ibara had been having, and stepped forward. In his usual creepy way, he said, “Great One, I 
can-” 


Fumikage waved him off. “No,” he said forcefully, making Kuroiro freeze. “I know you could get 
in there yourself, Kuroiro, but then you’d be walking alone into what could very well be a trap. We 
wouldn’t be able to back you up.” 


Kuroiro looked like he wanted to argue for a second, but couldn’t find a way to do so. He nodded, 
stepping back to Ibara’s side. 


Fumikage sighed, looking around at the assembled men and women. He said, “Give them one last 
chance to surrender, and then we’ll play our hand.” 


They nodded. A man with strange, ridgelike structures along the sides of his neck stood from 
where he’d been crouching behind a barricade. He took a deep breath, then yelled far louder than a 
human should have been able to, “THIS IS YOUR LAST CHANCE, RATS! COME OUT, OR 
ELS-” 


The Tunnel Rats’ answer was the sharp crack of gunfire. The man who had been shouting choked 
out a cry of pain-thankfully not at the ear-splitting volume of his shouts-as the bullet struck him in 
the shoulder. He crumpled to the ground, and Ibara was on him instantly, even as most of the 
others took cover. 


Fumikage was one of the few who didn’t flinch. He shook his head in frustration. “Should have 
known the cowards would do that,” he muttered, looking angry at himself. “Damn smugglers and 
their guns.” 


Mezou couldn’t help but agree. The Tunnel Rats weren’t as violent as the other gangs, but they 
made up for it by being cowardly bastards. Their extensive smuggling networks-which extended 
out of the Depths and into the international smuggling channels-gave them access to all sorts of 
illicit weaponry, including guns of all sorts. That alone was enough to make them hated-only 
cowards and pathetic weaklings used guns. The damn things weren’t even that useful; Mezou had 
been shot hundreds of times, with everything from pistols to anti-material rifles, and it almost 
never slowed him down. Plenty of mutants were immune, or at least resistant, to gunfire. 


But still, in a confined space, with a long sightline and only one way in or out, with an unknown 
number of gunmen aiming down the tunnel... 


Mezou watched as Fumikage stepped out into the tunnel. Instantly, there was another gunshot. In a 
fraction of a second, shadow erupted around Fumikage, one arm raised towards the Nexus. The 
bullet struck it, and plinked off the inky black energy, doing utterly nothing as it was robbed of its 
momentum. It clattered to the floor, and Fumikage sighed dismissively. 


“You would think they’d learn,” he said dryly, just loud enough for his men to hear. “Guns can’t 
stop us.” 


A cheer went up, and it was answered by more gunshots. Fumikage was now fully wreathed in 
Dark Shadow’s body, his form smoky and massive, taking up nearly the whole tunnel. These 
bullets, too, bounced off harmlessly. A few seemed to sink into whatever dark energy made up 
Dark Shadow’s form, only to drop away a second later without doing anything. One deflected off 
Fumikage’s chest and shattered the lightbulb overhead, plunging the tunnel deeper into darkness. 


Resembling nothing so much as a nightmare from Hell, Fumikage turned to face the Outcasts, 
ignoring the bullets that continued raining down on his shadowy back. Even his face was shrouded 
in darkness, now; Dark Shadow’s jaws overlaid his, eyes turning yellow. The sight sent a chill 
down Mezou’s spine. 


“Outcasts!” Fumikage roared. “With me!” 


The two hundred mutants, cheering loudly as the gunfire grew more panicked and frequent, formed 
ranks behind Fumikage’s invincible wall of a body. Fumikage turned, and caught Mezou’s eye. For 
a second, they stared at each other, neither sure what to say. Then, without saying a word, Mezou 
stood, ignoring the bullets just as Fumikage did. He took a position next to Fumikage, at the very 
head of the column. 


“T said I’d be there,” Mezou murmured, recalling a conversation at the top of a burning world, so 
many years and so much pain ago. “To the end.” 


Fumikage smiled, through the shadow and the mask of a king. “To the end,” he whispered, 
nodding. 


When he raised his head again, there was fire in his eyes. 

“CHARGE!” he bellowed, and the answering yell was something primal and monstrous. Two 
hundred monsters charged headlong into the hail of bullets, protected by Fumikage’s inhuman, 
unstoppable form. 


The Tunnel Rats would never know what hit them. 


Chapter End Notes 


Next time, we watch Fumikage turn an entire smuggling organization into scrap. 
Also, we finally learn who took those pictures of Mina and Izuku. 

See you then! 
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Fumikage wins one war, and faces another. 
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See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Less than an hour later, Mezou stood in the center of the Nexus, watching the Outcasts force the 
remnants of the Tunnel Rats to kneel in the center of a cleared space on the stony ground. 


The fight had been brutal, short, and utterly merciless. The Outcasts had destroyed their opponents, 
and all the firepower in the world wouldn’t have been enough to stop them. 


Mezou craned his neck upwards. The Nexus was shaped more or less like an oil drum, a tall, 
circular space with terraces on the interior, rings of tunnel entrances around the sides. The Tunnel 
Rats had built mazes of walkways across the open space of the Nexus, creating levels and routes 
that made sense only to them. Crates, boxes, and all other manner of goods were stacked 
everywhere, creating a messy, chaotic environment that should have been hell to clear. 


Instead, as the immense clawmarks in the sides of the Nexus, the torn-up earth where vines and 
blades and all manner of weaponry had landed, and the chunks of the walkways that had been torn 
free to lie mangled and broken on the ground suggested, the Outcasts had swept through the place 
like an unstoppable tide, killing or capturing everyone who opposed them. 


Mostly capturing, Mezou noted. The central cleared area was getting awfully crowded with Tunnel 
Rats, disarmed and kneeling with their hands over their heads. 


It was next to one of these broken ruins that Mezou found Fumikage, examining a crate a few 
Outcasts had broken open for him. It was one of many that they were organizing, taking stock of 
what they had plundered while the mop-up continued. 


Mezou caught a glimpse of what the crate contained as he approached. Bricks of an odd, clay- 
looking substance, plus black wires and round plastic objects with blinking caps. 


As Mezou came up to him, Fumikage was asking, “...how much do we have now?” 


The lion-man from before, evidently in charge of this portion of the cleanup, replied with an 


unnerving grin, “Enough to blow whatever you want to kingdom come, Boss.” 


Fumikage nodded, a smile playing across his features. “Thank you, Ito. Make sure we get all of 
this back to Homeland-and stored somewhere safe. I’d rather not have this go off before we want it 
to. Other than that, I won’t bother you anymore. Well done.” 


Ito snorted. “You got it, Boss,” he answered, knocking his fist against his chest three times before 
turning away to help the crew of Outcasts moving the crates. 


At last, Fumikage turned to face Mezou, having apparently already noticed he was there. He 
smiled, but Mezou saw exhaustion knocking just behind his eyes. Exhaustion, and something 
darker. 


“How are you?” he asked, trusting that Fumikage would catch the heavy undertone in his voice. 


Fumikage sighed, looking down at his fist, which was rippling with shadow that faded in and out 
of existence. He seemed to sway on his feet for a moment, then caught himself. He grit his teeth, 
and the dark energy swirling around his arm vanished into nothingness. 


“Surviving,” Fumikage said eventually, raising his head once more. “He’s...under control for the 
moment. Annoyed that I didn’t cause more damage, but, well...too bad.” 


Mezou raised an eyebrow. Half the damn cavern had been leveled; great chunks of stone lay 
scattered among twisted metal and shattered wood, with huge holes now open in the constellation 
of hanging walkways above them. That wasn’t enough for Dark Shadow? 


Still, it seemed Fumikage had managed to rein in Dark Shadow for the moment. That was good 
enough. 


Mezou looked out across the cavern, which had lapsed into a busy, muted sort of silence, a jarring 
contrast to the chaotic war-shrieks that had been echoing off the walls just a short time before. The 
only sounds in the Nexus were the scraping of crates across the ground, the dark, nervous murmurs 
of the surrendered Tunnel Rats, and the businesslike words of the Outcasts as they worked. 


Still, something seemed off. The Tunnel Rats, unlike the other gangs, didn’t have a single leader- 
they had a Board, with five seats in total. They were businessmen, after all, not common thugs...or 
Kings, who were worse. Mezou couldn’t spot any of them. 


“So,” Mezou asked, “Now what?” 
Fumikage answered, “Now, we deal with the Tunnel Rats. I just need to find the Board-” 


“Good luck with that,” a familiar voice snorted. Fumikage and Mezou both turned to find Kamakiri 
standing behind them, having just leaped down from a walkway above them. 


Without pausing, Kamakiri continued in his usual terse, brutal way, “The Board are all dead 
already.” 


Fumikage raised an eyebrow. “How?” he asked. 


Kamakiri shrugged. “I got one of them,” he replied. “Kuroiro got two. Another one got a bullet in 
the head from his own men in the crossfire.” 


“And the fifth?” Mezou asked, curious. Kamakiri turned to look at him, and for a moment, Mezou 
wondered if Kamakiri would refuse to answer to him. After all, he wasn’t actually a member of the 


Outcasts. 


Instead, Kamakiri grinned darkly and jerked his thumb sideways, gesturing at the immense 
behemoth of shattered metal and rock that had once been an upper walkway. “See for yourself,” he 
said. 


Mezou did just that. It only took a moment to see the pair of fancy shoes sticking out from beneath 
a boulder the size of a house. It seemed the man had been standing in a very unfortunate position 
during the fight. 


Fumikage nodded, his expression thoughtful. “So, then,” he mused. “The Tunnel Rats are 
leaderless.” 


Kamakiri nodded. Mezou followed their gazes to the crowd of men and women in the center of the 
cavern, kneeling with sullen, lost looks on their faces. The Tunnel Rats looked shell-shocked. 
Mezou couldn’t exactly blame them-their whole world had fallen apart in less than an hour, after 
all. 


Kamakiri met Fumikage’s eyes. “I'll deal with the loot,” he said knowingly. “You do your thing.” 


Fumikage nodded, smiling gratefully. “Thank you, Kamakiri,” he said. Mezou thought he saw 
Kamakiri grin as he walked away. 


Mezou stayed where he was standing as Fumikage strode towards the Tunnel Rats, looking every 
inch the conqueror. Dark Shadow surged up again, cloaking him in shadows that clung to his body, 
making him look taller and much broader. With his long dark jacket and avian head, he looked like 
an abovegrounder’s worst nightmare. 


The murmurs from the Tunnel Rats slowly quieted as Fumikage drew closer. At last, the only 
sound in the cavern was the echo of his footsteps, slowly fading as he came to a stop, surveying the 


group. 


The silence dragged on, tense and heavy, as Fumikage stared down a broken army with no fear at 
all. Then, at last, he spoke. 


“This fight is over,” he announced. “Your leaders are dead, your strongholds captured, your 
weapons confiscated. You’ ve lost.” 


There was only sullen, empty quiet from the Tunnel Rats. If any of them thought to attack, to take 
some measure of revenge, they didn’t act on it. 


“My name is Fumikage Tokoyami,” he continued. “I’m the leader of the Outcasts. Everything that 
the Tunnel Rats had-territory, weapons, connections-is mine now. I have no quarrel with you, but-” 


“Liar!” a voice called out, guttural and angry. A wave of fear visibly rippled through the Tunnel 
Rats as the Outcasts arranged around the cavern stiffened, anger plain on their faces. 


Fumikage, though, simply raised an eyebrow. “Who said that?” he asked calmly. “Come on, show 
yourself. I have nothing to say to anyone too cowardly to call me a liar to my face.” 


A pause followed, and Mezou held his breath, expecting something to break. But instead, a man 
slowly rose from the midst of the Tunnel rats. He was short, but stocky and strong, with blue, 
pupil-less eyes that sparkled like stars. His face and body were heavily scarred, and he was verging 
towards middle-age, which made him an old man indeed by the gangs’ standards. Anyone who 
survived that long as a gang member was someone to be feared and respected. 


“T called you a liar,” the man spat. “Like hell you didn’t have a quarrel with us! You attacked us! 
We didn’t do anything to you, you bastard!” 


Several of the Outcasts looked spitting mad. One of them summoned a weapon, a long sword made 
of smoky energy. The Tunnel Rat who had spoken didn’t flinch. 


Fumikage waved the Outcasts back; they did so, though they still looked furious. Fumikage met 
his opponent’s eyes evenly. 


“T meant what I said,” Fumikage said firmly. “I have no quarrel with you.” 
The man scoffed. “I don’t believe you,” he snapped. 


Fumikage nodded. “I don’t blame you,” he admitted, making the man falter a little. “All you’ ve 
seen me do is attack your home and destroy your things. But let me ask: were they yours in the 
first place?” 


The man blinked, obviously confused. “W-what?” he asked. 


Stepping forwards, Fumikage asked, “How much of the wealth the gang made was kept by the 
Board? The Tunnel Rats are the richest group down here by far. And yet, you had to scramble to 
survive just like everyone else, didn’t you?” 


The man stared at him, but nodded slowly, not understanding. 


Fumikage met his eyes, and said, “Like I said, I have no quarrel with you. My quarrel was with the 
Board-with the people who exploited you. You were tools to them, expendable pawns. They used 
you to get richer, while making sure you thought they cared about you. They didn’t. They never 
did.” 


The man was silent. It was impossible to tell if he believed Fumikage’s words or not. But he no 
longer called him a liar, and he had a thoughtful look on his face. Somehow, Fumikage’s words, 
backed up by the charisma Mezou had always known he had, but was now honed to a fine edge, 
had many of the Tunnel Rats nearly nodding along. 


“So,” Fumikage said. “Here’s my offer. You all-you’re just like us. You want to survive. You want 
a family, people to watch your back, to give you a purpose. And you want to make this world a 
better place.” 


At that, the man’s face contorted again. He laughed. “You’re just a fool, then,” he said. “This 
world ain’t ever gonna change.” 


Fumikage raised an eyebrow. “And yet,” he said. “I just tore down a gang that’s existed for fifty 
years, in less than an hour.” 


The man fell silent once more. In that silence, Fumikage looked out over all the Tunnel Rats, and 
said, “Join us. If you want protection, we’ll offer it. If you want a safe place to live, we have that. 
If you want to fight...we do, too.” 


Fumikage crossed his arms, waiting. The man with blue eyes was, predictably, the first to speak. 
“And what if we say no?” he asked suspiciously. 


Fumikage took another step towards the man. “Tell me,” he said, his voice low, with the hint of a 
storm behind it. “What would the Board have done, if they made that offer? What would any man 


do, to make sure he got ahold of your strength?” 


The man flinched, as did Mezou. They both knew the answer. “Serve, or die” was as strong an 
incentive today as it had been for all of human history. 


Fumikage nodded in satisfaction. “So, you know what my answer is?” he said. The man met his 
eyes, and they looked subdued. Reluctant. He nodded. 


Then, Fumikage finished, “If you refuse, you’re free to go.” 


The man didn’t quite rock back on his heels, but the look on his face suggested he wanted to. 
Murmurs erupted from the Tunnel Rats, and didn’t quiet again for a long, frantic moment. 


“Why?” the man asked, eventually. “You want us to join bad, I can tell. Why would you let us 
go?” 


Fumikage’s eyes glowed with fervor as he answered, his voice loud and undeniable. “Why?” he 
repeated. “Why, because I’m not like them. | am not the Board. I’m not the Neo-Stainists, or the 
Claws, or the Ten Kings. I am not the League of Villains. I am something different, something 
new. And I try, every day, to be something better, too. So, yes, you’re free to go if you don’t want 
to join us. I'll have my men free you, and you can leave. That goes for all of you!” 


Fumikage’s last words, directed at the whole group of Tunnel Rats, echoed through the space. They 
were met, once more, by silence. This time, though, that silence was not sullen, but contemplative, 
thoughtful. It was the silence of a boulder at the top of a hill, going back and forth, tipping closer 
and closer to falling one way or the other. 


At last, the blue-eyed man seemed to have come to a decision. He took a breath, stepping forwards, 
out of the crowd of his fellows, a scant few feet from Fumikage. He opened his mouth. 


And spat at Fumikage’s feet. 


Once more, the Outcasts reacted with fury, weapons and quirks activating as the man held 
Fumikage’s gaze, clearly expecting to die where he stood, a grim, hateful smile on his face. 


Instead, Fumikage threw out a hand, holding the Outcasts in place. He held the man’s gaze with 
ease, not even flinching. The Tunnel Rats behind them were murmuring again. 


When he saw he wasn’t dead yet, the man’s face darkened. “My answer is no, you arrogant 
bastard,” he snarled. “I won’t follow you. Not today, not tomorrow, not ever. Rot in hell.” 


At last, the whispers died away, and Fumikage was staring at the defiant Tunnel Rat once more. As 
the Outcasts withdrew, he brought his hand back. Dark claws covered his fingertips, shadows 
wreathing his form as his eyes glowed yellow and red. 


Then, at last, he nodded. “I see,” he said regretfully. “In that case...you’re free to go.” 


The darkness ebbed away once more as he gestured towards one of the Nexus’s many tunnel 
entrances. The man blinked, visibly caught off-guard. He looked back at Fumikage, then at the 
tunnel he’d indicated. He turned, took a few steps, then paused, looking back, clearly expecting to 
be attacked. Fumikage did not move, did not tear his eyes away. He simply stood there, 
unflinching, unafraid, undeniable. 


The man walked further. Again, he paused. Again, Fumikage did not move, did not give orders, did 
not attack. He simply watched. 


The man walked into the tunnel, and slipped into the darkness, disappearing from view. Fumikage 
turned away as his footsteps faded away. 


“Now then,” he said. “Do the rest of you feel the same? Or will you choose for yourselves?” 


The only answer he got was silence, for a long, frozen moment, the Tunnel Rats staring at him with 
something between shock, awe, fear, and hope. 


And then someone else stood up. 


The boy couldn’t have been older than sixteen or seventeen. Instead of ears, he had broad green 
protrusions that looked like leaves, shaking almost as hard as the rest of his body. He looked 
terrified, and he could barely meet Fumikage’s eyes. But when he spoke, his words were clear and 
true. 


“T...[ believe you,” he said. “Pll join the Outcasts.” 


Fumikage smiled, and it was like a beam of light cutting through the clouds. “Thank you,” he said 
kindly. “For putting your trust in me. I won’t let you down.” 


The boy’s words opened the floodgates. Another former Tunnel Rat stood, and then another, and 
more and more. Soon, the Outcasts were cheering as they moved among their new comrades, 
freeing them and welcoming them, their demeanors shockingly different than they had been just 
moments before. 


Not all the Tunnel Rats were so eager to cast off old allegiances, though. A significant portion 
stayed seated and sullen, then walked off into the tunnels as soon as they were free of the crowd. 
But nearly three-quarters of the Tunnel Rats chose to remain, and join their conqueror, based 
entirely off of the hope Fumikage had offered them. 


For the first time, Mezou truly understood what the boy who’d once saved his life had become in 
those six years of wandering. 


While Ito and his men remained behind to oversee the cleanup from the battle, Fumikage led a 
procession of new and old Outcasts back to Homeland, through the winding tunnels and dark 
corners of the Depths. Mezou walked beside him, unable to put the uneasy feeling in his gut into 
words. 


The longer he spent with the Outcasts, the harder it was to figure out what exactly they were. They 
weren’t a gang, or an army of followers behind a warlord, or even akin to the theoretically-unified 
movement of the Neo Stainists. They were something in between, something that mixed all of 
them into one and yet was none of them at all. 


They were, as Fumikage had said, something new. And Mezou was equal parts disturbed and 
awestruck by it. 


He had little time to ruminate on his feelings after they arrived back at Homeland, though. As soon 
as Fumikage had entered, the former Tunnel Rats fanning out to be led to barracks and welcomed 
by the Outcasts, a woman with metal rods emerging from her back like porcupine quills ran up to 
him. 


“Great Leader!” she cried in the supplicative, awed tone so many in Homeland used when they 
spoke to Fumikage. “Hurry! There’s a man in the square asking for you!” 


Fumikage raised an eyebrow, and Mezou and Kamakiri shared an amused look at the brief 
expression of irritation on his face. One day, Mezou would find the time to make fun of Fumikage 
for all the times he insisted that the Outcasts stop giving him increasingly-extravagant titles and 
honorifics, only for them to outright ignore him. But unfortunately, today there would be no chance 
to do that. 


“What makes this so urgent?” Fumikage asked. 


In a voice that betrayed both fear and desperate hope, the woman replied, “He...says he’s a 
messenger from the Ten Kings.” 


Fumikage swept into Homeland’s central square-a large cleared space in the center of the 
settlement with a pool of bubbling, geothermally-heated water in the center of it-flanked by Mezou 
and his lieutenants. They found half the population of Homeland crowded into the square, both 
Outcasts and non-Outcasts alike jostling for position-while maintaining a considerable amount of 
distance from the man who stood stock-still in the center of the hubbub with an impassive, 
disinterested expression on his face. 


Mezou sized the man up as they approached. He was tall, with a sharp, angled face and jaw, his 
dark hair cut close to his head, sticking out in jagged spikes. He looked strong, with defined 
muscles and a solid torso beneath close-fitting, well-made dark clothing. A momentary sneer 
revealed sharp teeth behind his lips, and smoke steadily rose from his nostrils with each exhale. 
Black horns swept back from his temples, long, curved, and sharp. Every inch of skin Mezou could 
see was decorated with ornate, intricate tattoos, scaly dragons curving up and down his arms in 
brilliant green, red, and black ink. 


Fumikage strode towards the messenger with his head held high. He stopped a few feet short, and 
met the man’s eyes evenly. 


“You’re the leader of this rabble?” the messenger demanded. A wave of angry, harsh whispers 
passed through the assembled Outcasts. 


Fumikage narrowed his eyes. “Coming into a man’s house and insulting his family,” he replied 
coldly, “is not a wise start to any negotiation.” 


The gangster snorted, sending a cloud of smoke into the air. “This isn’t a negotiation,” he said, 
baring his teeth. Once again, there were more whispers. 


“Then what is it?” Fumikage demanded. 
“A warning,” the King said. “From the Chimera himself.” 


That made the murmurs among the crowd escalate to an extreme degree. Everyone knew of the 
Chimera, the leader of the Ten Kings. He was a living legend down here, quite possibly the most 
powerful and feared mutant alive, notorious for his brutality and skill. 


Fumikage did not flinch, even as Mezou’s eyes went wide and Kamakiri hissed. He simply crossed 
his arms, shadows rippling beneath his long overcoat. 


“Well, then,” he said, every inch the fearless leader. “I assume you have more to say. Say it.” 


The man grinned. From his belt, he produced a rolled-up sheet of paper. He opened it, and read 
aloud: 


“To the leader of the so-called Outcast Army, Fumikage Tokoyami: 


You are the scum of the earth, a pathetic, whimpering worm who hides from his betters behind an 
army you’ve tricked into following your ridiculous ideas. Your attacks on the Claws and the Tunnel 
Rats are nothing but desperate attempts to steal what we have built with blood, sweat, and death. 
You would throw us all into chaos for a fake, childish dream. 


I’ve had enough of these games. Enough hiding in the dark. Enough slithering in the depths, 
spewing your poison, making the weak think they’re strong. You are nothing. You will always be 
nothing. 


Fumikage Tokoyami, I name you a coward. I name you a usurper, a thief, a delusional worm. I will 
put an end to you and your Outcasts with my own two hands, as a man should. I will waste no 
blood on you that is not my own. I will face you myself, and you will face me alone. If you aren’t 
too scared, that is. 


If you want to die with dignity, come to the Chasm three days from now. Bring what followers you 
have. They’ ll get to witness your death. 


You will fight me for the fate of the Depths, and you will lose. I will prove, once and for all, that 
there is no one who can challenge me. 


If you don’t come, I will hunt you and every single one of your followers to the depths of the earth, 
and burn your strongholds to ash. There will be nowhere safe for you. 


You know this isn’t an empty threat. I’ve done it before. 


-Chojuro Kon, Leader of the Ten Kings.” 


When the man was done reading, he lowered the sheet, a bemused grin on his face from the 
terrified whispers of the watching Outcasts. He rolled the message back up, and threw it 
dismissively to Fumikage. 


Fumikage caught it easily in one hand, and slowly read through it, his eyes betraying nothing. 
Mezou could feel his heart beating quickly in his chest. Beside him, Kamakiri looked ready to tear 
the man limb-from-limb. Mezou wasn’t sure if Kamakiri was even capable of feeling fear. 


At last, Fumikage looked up from the sheet, still looking unimpressed. Mezou could tell he was 
acting, though. He had to be. Nobody got told the Chimera was coming to kill them and didn’t feel 
pants-shitting terror. 


“You have some nerve,” Fumikage observed. “Walking into our fortress alone and unarmed to 
spew these insults.” 


The messenger snorted again. “I have nothing to fear,” he replied. “Your reputation precedes you. 
It’s all you have. If you attacked a man who was not here to do you harm, well...what good would 
your word be? And besides...I see no man here who could kill me.” 


Mezou and Kamakiri exchanged a glance, and grim nods. They both knew how to read a man at a 
glance, and the messenger was setting off /ots of warning bells. His confidence, the casual signs of 
his mutation, the solidity of his body...he was strong. And if the Ten Kings used a man like this as 


a lowly messenger... 


Well, the Chimera’s strength was undisputed, both within and without his own gang. No man had 
challenged him and lived in years. 


Fumikage frowned at the man. Once again, Mezou got that sense of a boulder teetering on a hill, 
back and forth, back and forth, with the fates of thousands hinging on the path it took. 


A slow, eager grin spread across Fumikage’s face. His eyes were shining with satisfaction. 


“Well,” Fumikage said, loudly enough that the assembled crowd could hear him. “It seems the 
Chimera wants to play. It saves me the trouble of hunting him down.” 


A cheer, soft at first but steadily increasing in volume as the Outcasts basked in their leader’s 
confidence. Kamakiri, Kuroiro, and Ibara didn’t join in, but neither did they say anything. Their 
expressions were unreadable. 


Mezou felt his gut twisting. 


“Run back to your boss,” Fumikage told the messenger. “I have a message for him, and I don’t 
need a fancy letter to send it. Tell him, “J accept.” 


The gangster smiled once more. “With pleasure,” he replied. Then, he turned away, and leathery, 
scaled wings burst from his back, his clothing seeming to melt into his body as it became lizardlike. 
No- dragonlike. With a few flaps, the King soared into the air over the city, and disappeared down 
the long tunnel that was the main access point to Homeland. 


With that, and Fumikage’s reassuring presence calming things, the crowd steadily dispersed, 
though the steady murmur that filled the air made it clear that soon, the whole city would know of 
the impending battle. Once they were mostly alone, Mezou marched up to Fumikage, fists 
clenched. 


“Are you crazy?” he hissed. "The fucking Chimera just challenged you to a fucking duel to the 
death, and all you have to say is that?” 


Fumikage met his eyes, and Mezou saw, beneath the bravado, a level of nervousness and self- 
awareness that felt more real than the persona Fumikage had cultivated ever could. 


“IT know,” he said quietly. 


Chojuro Kon, the Chimera, Leader of the Ten Kings, was a living legend. For twenty years, he had 
been the undisputed most powerful man in the Depths. During the last hero incursion, he had slain 
several of the greatest heroes of the time in hand-to-hand combat. That had helped catapult him 
into the leadership of the Ten Kings-and eventually, into total control of the most feared gang of 
them all. 


The Claws had been loosely organized thugs, extorting and harassing residents of the Depths for 
petty wealth and power. The Tunnel Rats-the remnants of which were part of the crowd still 
filtering away-had been cold-blooded smugglers, businessmen to the core, who preferred to avoid 
violence if possible. The Kings...the Kings were different. 


Legend had it that they had started decades ago, when the aboveground Yakuza groups were dying 
in one last blaze of glory. A fragmentary group of them had taken root in the Underground, and 
then in the Depths, spreading and surviving so far from the heroes who had eradicated them 
elsewhere. The Ten Kings, though they no longer considered themselves Yakuza proper, still 


maintained the same air, the same traditions-and the same ruthlessness. They were brutal, 
powerful, and relentlessly, endlessly effective-which, given their preferred businesses, made them 
even more hated and feared. 


The simple truth was, mutant quirks were too useful in too many ways to be relegated to the Depths 
to rot. There were too many distant, unscrupulous corporations in need of labor, too many 
degenerates drawn to exotic-looking women, too much evil in the world. The Kings knew it. 


The Claws thrived on extortion. The Tunnel Rats had been smuggler lords. The Ten Kings had 
cornered the markets of drug-running, human trafficking, and every other form of evil too dark for 
even the other gangs to touch. 


And Chojuro Kon, the greatest and most feared man in the Depths, had just declared a personal 
war on the Outcasts, and on Fumikage himself. 


“Do you really think you can take him?” Mezou asked. His voice was unsure, faltering. Before 
today, he wouldn’t have believed it possible...but he’d just watched Fumikage fill a cavern with 
monstrous darkness, tearing the Tunnel Rats to pieces with ease. Sure, the other Outcasts had 
helped, but... 


Mezou had felt small and pathetic before, plenty of times. But this kind of smallness, this feeling of 
being an ant before something divine? He’d felt it only once before, just a few weeks ago. 


When Atlas had brought down the sky. 
If Fumikage was on that level... 


Fumikage met Mezou’s gaze, evenly and coolly. Mezou saw the unease there, yes, but he also saw 
the ferocity of a man eager to fight, of a man finally given the chance to channel endless rage into 
the face of evil. 


Fumikage smiled. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But if 7 want to be a legend, I have to kill one. 
And if I want to stop the gangs from destroying us all, I need to bring down the greatest of them. 
This is a risk I have to take. I don’t have a choice.” 


“You always have a choice,” Mezou insisted, his voice soft, barely above a murmur. 


Fumikage’s grin grew sad, pained. A whirlwind of activity swirled to a halt in the space around 
them, people staring with hushed voices and wide eyes, moving as if falling into his orbit. He was 
a glowing sun, a beacon, a symbol. 


“T don’t,” Fumikage said. “I never have.” 


Mezou frowned. “Fumi,” he asked, making Fumikage tense at the nickname. “Why are you doing 
this? Really?” 


Fumikage blinked. “What do you mean?” he replied. If it was an attempt to dodge the question, it 
was an obvious one. 


Mezou met his eyes. “Why?” he repeated. “Taking on the gangs, uniting the Depths-I still don’t get 
it. If you just wanted to build something better, you could just stay in Homeland.” 


Fumikage stood quietly for a moment, thinking. At last, he agreed, “I could. But that...isn’t what I 
want.” 


Mezou crossed his arms. “Then what do you want?” he asked. 


There was a long pause, the kind that made Mezou’s heart beat a little faster in his chest. It was a 
cliff’s edge, teetering, wobbling. ..falling. 


“Justice,” Fumikage said. “I want justice. For the lies we’ ve been fed, for the wrongs we’ve been 
done...for all the ways the world hurt us, that it’s still hurting us.” 


Mezou couldn’t help but find that... exciting. It satisfied something in him, something visceral. It 
offered to lift a weight from his back he’d barely even realized was there. And yet...he couldn’t 
help but hear Tsu’s voice in his head. 


“Ts this justice?” Mezou asked. “Destroying the gangs?” 


Fumikage nodded. “T think it is,” he said. “They’ ve done nothing but hurt and abuse people for so 
long. I want them gone. But in a way that lets the people in the gangs have a second chance, if they 
want it.” 


Mezou nodded. “And...how far does this go?” he asked softly. “How far will you go?” 
Once again, the world seemed to stand still for a second. 
Fumikage smiled thinly. “How far would you go?” he asked. “For the people you love?” 


Mezou knew the answer to that. He’d never hesitate. He’d burn the whole damn world to the 
ground, if it kept Tsu or Mina safe. He’d start wars, destroy everything. 


Fumikage had always been more stubborn-and more driven-than Mezou could ever hope to be. 
Still, he couldn’t help but feel nervous. 


“Are...are you sure about that?” he prompted. “That feels...” 
“Vague?” Fumikage supplied, smiling wryly. “Ominous? Probably self-destructive?” 
Mezou nodded. Fumikage shrugged. 


“T know that,” he said. “And I...don’t have answers. I’m not a philosopher. I don’t have a grand 
vision for the world that I want to enforce. I don’t want to start a crusade for some ideal. I’m not 
Stain, or Shigaraki, or any other madman with a grudge. I’m just...tired.” 


As if his words were magic, Fumikage’s shoulders slumped, and a little of the menace went out of 
him. He rubbed one hand over his head, as if chasing away a headache. When he spoke again, it 
rang with venomous, brutal honesty, the kind that stripped souls bare and cut through everything 
else. 


“I’m tired,” he repeated. “Tired of being feared and hated. Tired of being called a monster. Tired 
of living in the dark, surviving on scraps like a rat. We don’t deserve this. We never did. We’re the 
victims of generations of hate and cruelty and unfairness, all because we were too much for the old 
world to handle. So...so I’m going to change things, one way or another. If they won’t listen to us, 
Pll make them listen, or just set the whole damn structure on fire. And if they say that that makes 
me evil...well, I don’t really care. I just...the people who shove us down here to rot and suffocate 
and die don’t get to tell me that wanting justice is evil.” 


“And what comes after?” Mezou asked, once he’d found his voice. “What happens next?” 


Fumikage hesitated. “I...don’t know,” he admitted, answering both of Mezou’s questions at once. 
“That'll be for...all of us to decide, I suppose.” 


Something about the way he said it made Mezou’s blood run cold with sudden understanding. 
Fumikage spoke as if... 


As Fumikage turned away, ready to walk away, Mezou murmured, “You don’t expect to live long 
enough to see whatever comes next, do you?” 


Fumikage froze. Then, slowly, he turned around. His expression was perfectly guarded; not even 
Mezou could read him. 


“Call it...pragmatism,” he said, quietly, so quietly. “I know what I’m doing, Mezou. I’m taking on 
the world, demanding that it change, that it be better. That...doesn’t end well, for most of the 
people who try it. Atlas, Bombshell...even Chojuro Kon could kill me, if I make a mistake. And 
even if I somehow beat them all...Dark Shadow is still getting stronger. I can’t help but worry 
that...one day, he’ll no longer need me.” 


Mezou went cold again. In the silence, Fumikage nodded once, communicating more sorrow and 
grief than words could ever hope to reach, then turned and left, long jacket rippling around him. 
Mezou could only watch in resignation. 


In three days, this would all end, and something new would take its place. 


He could only hope that it would be better than this. 


Izuku raced into the Underground, following the alarm that had so cruelly pulled him away from 
Mina. He braced himself for a battle, for finding people’s lives torn apart by violence and evil. 
Instead, the alert led him to a nondescript office building on the first level, with only the city 
government logo above the door betraying what it really was: one of the mayor’s offices. 


While the city government mostly stayed aboveground, simple convenience did lead to some 
presence in the part of the city that housed well over half of Musutafu’s residents. Property was 
generally way cheaper down here, after all. 


Izuku grew increasingly confused as he circled the building, searching for signs of a villain attack, 
forced entry, anything that could have triggered the urgent alert that had forced him to respond on 
his day off. The alert had asked for him by name, and had been sent to him alone, which only the 
most urgent of alerts could even do. 


Something was wrong here. The building seemed...empty. When he peered in the front, there were 
no receptionists, nobody sitting in the lobby. 


A chill went down Izuku’s spine. 


At last, Izuku found something-an open window on the top floor of the building. With a single 
perfect leap, he stormed through and into the private office beyond. It was dark; all the lights were 
off. Once again, it was chillingly quiet. Izuku took two steps in, One For All humming across his 
skin. He could hear his own breath, feel his heart beating in his chest. 


Then, the lights turned on. 


Izuku jumped, whipping his head around as the chair creaked, turning to reveal- 


“There you are, my boy!” Takao said, grinning in a way that made Izuku’s hair stand on end. “I 
was wondering when you’d get here.” 


Izuku staggered, landing heavily on the carpet of what he now realized was Takao’s personal 
office. He should have realized-it was just as garishly decorated as he’d expected Takao’s office to 
be, with stupidly ornate lamps, rugs, and chairs interspersed with cookie-cutter photos of a family 
that Takao definitely didn’t have. 


“Mr. Takao,” Izuku said awkwardly, “Why are you here? There’s an active villain situation-” 


Takao shook his head. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry about that,” he replied. “That was a false alarm, you 
see. Or at least, the wrong sort of alarm. There’s no villains here, I just had to get you here 
somehow, as soon as possible.” 


Izuku blinked, not understanding. “Uhh...excuse me?” he asked. “Sir, you don’t have access to the 
alert system, that’s a Hero Commission internal network-” 


“And several of the Commissioners happen to owe me quite large favors,” Takao interrupted, his 
smile slowly losing its kind attitude, replaced by a much sharper edge. “They were happy to help 
me out with a little personal call to you. Now, why don’t you sit down?” 


Izuku could fee! warning bells going off in his head. He knew there was something fishy about the 
alert. He’d been torn away from Mina for...what? Some stupid power play by Takao? Another 
desperate attempt to get an endorsement from him or something? 


“T...see,” he said, taking a few steps towards the door. “In that case, Sir, I really should get going. 
Sorry for the confusion, but I have a-” 


Takao nodded as Izuku reached for the doorknob. “Yes, yes, I understand it’s your day off,” he 
assured Izuku, that smile still on his face. “Don’t worry, I just wanted to have a quick talk. You’ll 
be back to your girlfriend in no time.” 


Izuku’s hand froze on the doorknob. Ice. In his veins, in his mind, in his chest. His eyes were wide, 
his heart wasn’t beating. He’d forgotten how to breathe. He could only stare dumbly at Takao, who 
had risen from his chair to close the window with a definitive slam. 


“Ahhh,” he said, turning ever so slightly as he closed the curtains, leaving the soft lamps as the 
only light in the room. “7hat’s gotten your attention, hasn’t it, Atlas?” 


Izuku stumbled, his hand dropping away from the now-forgotten doorknob. He stuttered, “Y- 
you...I don’t-” 


Takao raised an eyebrow as he sank back into his chair, behind his formidable desk. His deep, dark 
eyes were boring into Izuku. “My boy,” he interrupted. “You’re not a good liar. And ma 
politician. You’ re better off not even trying. Besides...” 


As he spoke, Takao reached down, into his desk, pulling something from a drawer. Izuku stared as 
he withdrew a stack of...photographs? 


When he saw what they were, his blood went cold. 


Takao smiled as Izuku crossed the room in a flash, shaking fingers sifting through pictures of him 
and Mina. Together, in every sense of the word. Jn his apartment. Fuck, neither of them were 
dressed in...almost all of these. 


This was very, very bad. 


“There we go,” the mayor sighed, grinning with a dangerous light in his eyes. “See how much 
easier this is when you listen to me?” 


Izuku’s eyes shot up to meet his. For a brief moment, lightning crackled across Izuku’s fingertips 
as Takao shifted one of the pictures, revealing more beneath it. His teeth were gritted as he 
weighed his options, fighting temptation. 


Takao looked up from the photos and saw Izuku’s expression. He smiled-a predator’s smile. The 
smile of a hunter who knew his prey was trapped. Takao waggled his finger. “Uh-uh, my boy,” he 
tutted paternally. “Watch yourself now. This isn’t a street brawl, after all. You might break 
something.” 


Still reeling, Izuku forced himself to rein in One For All. He couldn’t just punch Takao through the 
wall. They both knew it. If he did, the consequences would be much worse than...whatever Takao 
had planned. 


At least, he hoped that what Takao had planned would be worse than Izuku being forever banned 
from heroics. 


He was still so numb, so horrified from the realization that all of his and Mina’s most intimate 
moments had been photographed, that all Izuku could think to say was, “H-how did you get 
these?” 


Takao smiled, perhaps at the fact that Izuku wouldn’t even be able to deny the pictures, now. 
“Well, I’m glad you asked,” he said. “You see, I’ ve been in this line of work a long time, and one 
of the most important parts of being a politician is surrounding yourself with the right people. If 
one of those people happens to have a drone quirk they can take photographs with...well. That 
little trick has proven immensely useful over the years.” 


Izuku narrowed his eyes, even as the pit of his stomach dropped out. “You’ ve been spying on us,” 
he whispered. 


Takao met his gaze, still smiling, and another chill went down Izuku’s spine, because the smile 
never reached the mayor’s eyes. It was all steel and deadly seriousness in Takao’s expression, 
hidden behind a thin veneer of kindly, gregarious drivel. Izuku had forgotten how dangerous men 
like Takao were, under the affable, harmless act he liked to put on. 


“Of course I’ve been spying on you, my boy,” Takao said with iron in his voice. “I’ve been spying 
on you this whole time. Your whole sordid affair with this woman, your lies, your deceit, 
everything. See for yourself.” 


Takao reached out to sift through the stack of pictures again. He turned one around, and Izuku went 
cold all over again. It was of him and Mina on the ledge above the First Level, kissing like it was 
the end of the world. How had they not noticed the drone, or whatever the hell had taken these? 
Takao showed him another picture: Mina straddling him on the chair in his office, taken from right 
outside his window. And finally, a third picture: him and Mina meeting beneath the statues of 
Craton and Faultline, the day she’d taken him into the Depths to chase after Toga. 


All this time, they’d been watched. Their secret...had never been a secret. All this time, Takao had 
known. 


Izuku sat back in his chair, sweat beading on his forehead. “You bastard,” he hissed. 


Takao chuckled. “Guilty as charged,” he answered. “Only the bastards survive as long as I have, 
my boy. Only the bastards are strong enough to do what needs to be done.” 


Izuku scowled. “You'll pay for this,” he swore. 


Takao shrugged. “We'll see about that,” he replied. “But for now...on to business. Because I 
assume you don’t want your mutant whore becoming public knowledge.” 


Izuku clenched his fists, partially from the way Takao spoke about Mina, and partially because, on 
some level, he knew what was coming next. 


Still, though, he had to try and get out of it. He had to break this while he still had the chance. 
Izuku snapped, “Go ahead, share the pictures. See what happens. People won’t care. I’m not 
ashamed of her. And she’s not my whore, either.” 


Takao snorted. “You overestimate the decency of the public,” he said. “And, quite frankly, I don’t 
care what she is to you. I don’t care if she’s your girlfriend, your toy, or some weird fetish you’ re 
trying out. The fact is, you are the Number One Hero, and a mutant has her claws in you. That’s 
going to make a lot of people very angry. And not just at you. Sure, maybe your reputation could 
make it through this. But will she?” 


Izuku’s blood went cold. Damn Takao. Because he was right. Mina had told him as much; she 
wanted to stay secret, needed to stay secret-because the alternative was becoming a lightning rod 
for all the hate, all the vitriol that was stored aboveground, all the evil that the country reserved 
especially for her and her people. 


If this was only about him, Izuku would have laughed in Takao’s face and weathered whatever 
storm came for him. But this wasn’t only about him. Mina-strong, perfect, fragile Mina-would 
crumble under the microscope of fame. She’d wilt like a dying flower as Takao spun the media into 
a frenzy, labeled her forever as a whore, a seductress, a monster, manipulating and using Atlas for 
her own wicked ends. She’d be torn apart-and Izuku would only be able to watch. 


Izuku ground his teeth. Dammit. Takao had him by the balls, and he knew it. They both knew it. 


“So,” Takao drawled, waving a particularly spicy picture that showed Mina’s head thrown back in 
ecstasy as Izuku nipped at her neck, both of them bare as the day they were born, “Here’s my deal. 
It just so happens that my campaign for re-election could use a nice boost. My opponent is 
currently winning in the polls, as you might know. She claims that my crime policies only make 
things worse, which is ridiculous, if you ask me. Perhaps a few lovely visits from the Number One 
Hero to my fundraiser galas-plus a public endorsement, of course-could show her, and the voters, 
how much our esteemed law enforcement community values my approach to safety.” 


Izuku growled. He didn’t dare refuse. And yet, the gall of this man to demand something so 
blatantly corrupt with a smug smile and patronizing words on his lips was enraging. “So that’s 
what this is all about,” he snarled. “You’re afraid of losing power.” 


Takao closed his eyes for a moment, letting out a deep sigh. When he opened them again and met 
Izuku’s gaze, those deep, dark pits burned. He leaned forward and, heavily, intensely, said, “Let 
me make something clear, Atlas. This is my city. This has been my city for fifteen years. I intend 
for this to be my city for a Jong time yet. My policies, my decisions, my leadership, are the reason 
that this city is still standing. Before I was elected, the Musutafu Underground was a war zone. 
Mutants raped, burned, and pillaged as they pleased. They owned half the city, and people fled 
from them in droves. The damn beasts would still be doing it, if J hadn’t made sure that they all 
ended up rotting in jail. I have worked all my life to keep those monsters from destroying us all; as 


a prosecutor, as a politician, as the mayor. You swore to do the same thing, when you became a 
hero. And now, you’ re fucking one of them.” 


Takao jabbed his finger downwards, onto one of the pictures; Izuku’s pale body, against Mina’s 
pink one. Izuku grit his teeth. Takao said, in the kind of deceptively soft voice that one might have 
used to order a man’s murder, “You, my boy, have no right to judge me. Not while that thing lives 
in your apartment. Now, I’ve laid the deal out for you. If you don’t take it, every major newspaper 
in the country gets a full set of these pictures in their postal box, starting tomorrow. Am I clear?” 


Izuku grit his teeth. Takao leaned closer, eyes like daggers, stabbing into him. 

“Am? I? Clear?” he repeated. “You can’t play games with me, boy. You’ll lose, every time.” 
Izuku felt his hatred settle like ice on a lake. “Eventually,” he promised himself. “Eventually.” 
“As crystal,” he grunted. 


Takao smiled. “See, that wasn’t so hard, now, was it?” he said approvingly. “I look forward to 
seeing you at the gala. I promise, the catering is excellent.” 


“Why are you doing this?” Izuku asked softly. He didn’t even have it in him to be angry anymore. 
That would come later. Now, he just... wanted to know. Needed to know how Takao could do 
something like this, how he could be so cruel. 


Takao sighed, slumping back in his chair, fingers drumming on the wood of his desk. The menace 
he’d radiated was gone-he looked old, then, old and tired. And, if Izuku looked closely enough, 
Takao looked afraid. It was a tiny kernel in his eyes, but it was there all the same. Takao was 
amoral and hateful and dangerous, yes, but something in his eyes seemed too tense to suit a 
moment in which he held all the power. 


“T’m not stupid, my boy,” Takao said suddenly. “I’m a lot of things, but I’ve never been stupid. 
And I keep my ear to the ground, too. I know everything that happens in this city, see everything 
that happens in this city. Something’s coming. Something big. I can feel the tremors, like an 
earthquake. And if we’re going to get through this-if I’m going to hold this goddamn city together-I 
need you on my side.” 


Izuku chuckled darkly. “So you blackmailed me,” he said. “Real good job getting me on your 
side.” 


Takao shrugged. He leaned forwards, no longer quite as mocking, no longer gloating so much. 
“You learn not to trust people’s better natures, in this job,” he admitted in a voice that could have 
been soft, if he were a different sort of man. “I don’t have anything against you, Atlas. Really, I 
don’t. I don’t even have anything against your mutant woman. But I will win this election and fend 
off whatever hell is about to be unleashed on this city, one way or another. This isn’t personal-it’s 
insurance.” 


Izuku made a fist. “You'll pay for this,” he swore again, repeating himself. It was all he could think 
to say. 


Takao simply smiled thinly. “People have been saying that for a long time, my boy,” he replied. 
“But who’s going to make me pay, when I hold all the cards?” 


Izuku growled, somewhere low in his throat. Internally, though, all he could care about was Mina. 
He had to get back to her. He had to protect her. Compared to her, nothing else mattered. 


Takao stood, gathering the pictures with that cocky, amoral grin still on his face. Izuku could only 
stare as the evidence that could damn him for the crime of loving a mutant disappeared. 


“You're free to go, Atlas,” Takao said. “Have a good day. And don’t worry about me continuing to 
spy on you-I already have ten times as much material as I could ever need to bury you. Any more 
than this is just...well, obscene.” 


With a chuckle, Takao stepped out of the office, leaving Izuku alone, his whole body frozen, his 
heart barely beating. Only one thought got him out of the chair, out of the building, and storming 
through the Underground in a blur of green lightning. 


Mina. 
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Three Days Until The Duel 


By the time Izuku got back home, it was late afternoon, and the sun was beginning to set. He 
barely noticed the golden light as he landed on the specially-reinforced balcony; his mind was still 
whirling, overwhelmed by panic and worry and a thousand different thoughts. 


He made his way inside, heart still pounding in his ears. Immediately, he flipped a switch on the 
wall, and heavy shutters slid down over the glass walls that lined most of the penthouse, taking the 
space from orange-tinted by the dying sun to a thick, heavy darkness, alleviated somewhat a 
moment later when the lights turned on. 


Takao may have said that he wouldn’t spy on them anymore, but Izuku certainly wasn’t going to 
trust him. Not after what he’d done. 


As the shutters slid closed, a groan came up from the couch. “Izuku, I was watching that,” Mina 
complained, rising up from her seat with an exaggerated pout. 


Despite it all, the sight of her made Izuku smile, his panic ebbing away slightly. Just seeing that 
she was okay helped more than it had any right to. “Sorry,” he said. 


Mina shrugged. “It’s fine,” she replied, a grin spreading across her face. “After all, ’ ve got a better 
view now.” 


Izuku chuckled, but it was weak; the memories of all the photos Takao had loomed too heavy. 
Every word they’d said, every intimate moment, every bit of flirting and humor...it had all been 
violated. 


“How did things go with Ochako and Momo?” he asked, trying desperately to shove away reality 
for just a few minutes more. 


Mina clearly suspected that something was up, judging by the skeptical look on her face, but she 
said nothing. Instead, she simply shrugged and answered, “About as well as I could’ ve hoped for, 
really. Ochako is great. Momo...” 


Izuku winced a little. He should’ ve known that the woman who’d grown up wealthy and sheltered 
wouldn’t mix well with the formerly-homeless mutant thief. “How bad was it?” he asked, 
perversely grateful for the chance to talk about something that wasn’t how utterly fucked they 
were. 


Mina said, “Ochako handled it. Momo was apologetic after she screwed up...which I guess is 
really all I can ask for.” 


Izuku nodded with relief. “That’s good to hear,” he replied. 


As a comfortable silence fell, Mina got a familiar look in her eye. She hopped up from the couch, 
marched over to Izuku, and grabbed him. Izuku let his girlfriend lead him back to the couch, make 
him sit, and then curl up against him tightly, her horns lightly brushing the side of his head as Mina 
rested her chin on his shoulder. She made a satisfied purring noise as Izuku put his arm around her 
and drew her in closer. 


“Now that we’ve covered my day,” she said, golden eyes glimmering with sudden strength, 
“You’re gonna spit out whatever’s bothering you.” 


Izuku tensed a little. Caught off guard, he stammered, ““H-how do you know-” 


Mina rolled her eyes. “Izuku,” she interrupted, “I’ve got the emotional intelligence of a fucking 
rock, and I can tell something’s eating at you. What’s wrong? Did something happen on the call 
you had to respond to?” 


Ice coalesced in Izuku’s stomach. He was terrified of how Mina would respond to learning about 
what Takao had done, but...he wouldn’t lie to her, either. He could never do that. 


He sighed, and said, “The call was false. The mayor made it to force me to come talk to him.” 
Mina frowned. “What the hell?” she asked. ““Why’d he do that?” 


Izuku’s throat was dry. He took a deep breath, then answered, “He knows, Mina. About us. He... 
he’s been spying on us.” 


There was a heartbeat of silence. Izuku heard Mina’s breath catch, then return, quick and panicked. 
Her golden eyes went wide as she stiffened against him. He saw her gaze flit from his face, to the 
shuttered, darkened windows, to where her ragged black cloak hung from a peg near the door. Her 
hands opened and closed in her lap. 


“H-how?” she choked out, clearly fighting panic. Izuku couldn’t blame her. To have the first taste 
of comfort and hope she’d ever had shattered so abruptly...he could tell Mina was terrified. 


Slowly, holding her tight as if to prove that she was still there by his side, Izuku replied, “He said 


something about someone with a quirk that let them take pictures.” 
“He has pictures?’ Mina whispered. 


Izuku nodded grimly. “He showed them to me,” he confirmed. “It’s...he was watching everything, 
Mina. All of it.” 


Mina made a strangled sound, and Izuku saw tiny droplets of acid bubbling in her palm. She was 
on the verge of hyperventilating. 


“God,” she whispered. “This is-” 


“T know,” Izuku murmured, pressing his lips to her temple. Her short-shaved hair prickled against 
his skin as he held her tight, trying to anchor her. 


A moment later, Mina tore herself from his arms, bolting to her feet. Izuku tensed, but instead of 
what he’d feared-Mina sprinting from the apartment, never to be seen again-she began to pace 
rapidly in front of him, her movements jerky and rapid. 


“Wh-what did he want?” Mina asked after a moment. 


Izuku sighed. “He wanted to force me to publicly support him in the election campaign he’s 
running. He’s worried he won’t win, and he wants to stay in power.” 


Mina nodded shakily. “And...in exchange, the pictures stay buried?” she guessed. 


Izuku nodded. “And if I say no...every major newspaper in Japan gets a file with pictures of us 
having sex,” he added. 


Mina shook her head. “Fuck,” she spat. “Fucking fuck.” 
“Yeah,” Izuku agreed, staring at his hands. 


“How could we have been so stupid?” Mina suddenly erupted, flinging a ball of acid at a lamp on 
an end table next to the couch. It melted into a hissing puddle, the lightbulb flickering and dying as 
it was consumed. 


Izuku didn’t even flinch. He just shook his head. “I...don’t know,” he answered. “We just...we 
didn’t think, I guess.” 


“No shit!” Mina yelled. “TI didn’t even realize that bastard was a threat to us! I...I thought...” 


Her voice broke, dissolving into a barely-suppressed sob. Izuku felt frozen. If he touched Mina, he 
feared she would shatter like glass-or run away. He didn’t dare go to her, no matter how his body 
screamed at him to move. 


He stayed silent until Mina managed to finish, “I...I thought I would be allowed to love you 
without...without being afraid.” 


Izuku rose. He couldn’t stay still. He didn’t approach, didn’t dare make Mina more scared-but he 
could speak. 


“You are,” he insisted. “You can. I won’t let the mayor out us, you hear me?” 


Mina looked up at him, visibly trembling. “I can’t do that to you,” she whispered. “I won’t let you 
be blackmailed for my sake.” 


Izuku took a step closer to her. Mina didn’t run. “I’m willing to do it,” he replied firmly. “For 
you...I’d do anything that bastard asked me to.” 


Mina flinched, drawing her arms tight around herself. “Please,” she whispered. “Don’t. ’ mnot 
worth it.” 


Izuku took another step. “Don’t ever say that again,” he pleaded. “You are worth it, Mina. You 
are.” 


Again, Mina flinched, but didn’t respond. Izuku paused a few feet from her, then opened his arms, 
an unspoken question in his eyes. Mina let out a shaky breath, then nodded. Izuku gathered her into 
his arms, and he felt her tears wetting his shoulder as she hugged him back. 


“T will fix this, you hear me?” he murmured in Mina’s ear. “I promise.” 
“You shouldn’t have to,” she whispered. “This is my fault.” 


“How?” Izuku demanded. “How is this your fault? The mayor is the one to blame, not you. Not 
me. Him.” 


Mina sighed, finally starting to calm down as she processed the information and worked past her 
fight-or-flight response. “Okay,” she sighed at last. “I...okay.” 


Izuku nodded, still holding her tight. Gently, he guided her back to the couch, letting her curl up 
against him once again. They clung tightly to each other, the silence and the darkness cozy instead 
of threatening. 


“IT know we’ve moved fast,” Izuku said quietly. “And that you’re still struggling to adjust, and that 
we’ ve got all these things hanging over our heads. But I Jove you, Mina. Never forget that.” 


Mina smiled, a little brightness restored to her eyes, and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. When she 
pulled back, though, she said, “We haven’t.” 


Izuku blinked. “Haven’t what?” he asked. 
Mina’s eyes were sad as she said, “Moved fast. Not by my standards, at least.” 


Izuku’s confused expression must have spoken for itself, because Mina regained just enough of her 
usual fire to roll her eyes in amusement-albeit weighted with pain and darkness. 


“Tzuku,” she reminded him. “Where I come from, people die. Die young. Before I met you, I never 
really expected to live long enough to meet someone I could care about enough to think of a 
relationship. Why do you think Tsu and Mezou got married so young? Because they knew-and I 
know-that it’s better to have some happiness now, in case you lose it tomorrow. So...we haven’t 
moved fast. Not as far as I’m concerned. This speed, where I’ve gone from meeting you to loving 
you with my whole heart in two months or so? That’s the only speed love can be at, for someone 
like me.” 


For a moment, Izuku said nothing, as Mina’s words sank into his mind. They resonated with him, 
more deeply than he ever would have expected them to, even the hitch in her voice when she said 
“die,” a hitch he knew came from thoughts of Fumikage, the man she’d never get to see again. 


In an achingly soft voice, he said, “That...might still be the case, Mina. You know heroics is 
dangerous.” 


Mina nodded. “I know,” she confirmed. “And so was my life. There might be a day when you 
don’t come back. Or a day when J don’t. So...I’m going to use the time we have, as best I can.” 


With that, she leaned in and kissed him, more deeply this time. The heat of it washed the world 
away, just for a moment, and Izuku let himself get lost in it, in the proof that this unique, incredible 
woman loved him and he loved her. 


Then, Mina pulled away. Softly, she murmured, “Earlier, when I got up...you thought I was going 
to run away again, didn’t you?” 


Izuku winced. It had been his biggest, darkest fear, yes-but he’d not dared put it into a coherent 
thought. Raw and honest, he replied, “I was afraid of it. Were you going to?” 


Mina sat up, meeting his eyes. Her gaze was shining and golden, but deeply, deeply scared. “I...I 
almost did,” she admitted. “Before I’d even had a chance to think. My first reaction was to run. 
It...it took you talking me down to keep me from running.” 


Izuku took her hand. “But you didn’t run,” he reminded her. “You stayed.” 


Mina nodded shakily. “But one day, I might not,” she replied. “I... want to stay. But I have to fight 
my own brain to do it. [ve spent so long running...I don’t know if I can stop.” 


Izuku whispered, “That’s okay. I understand.” 


Mina leaned close, fingers stroking down his cheek. “I want to make you a promise,” she said, her 
voice low and deep. “No matter how far or how long I run away, I'll always come back to you. I 
swear.” 


Izuku responded by kissing her, deep and tender. When he pulled away, he made a promise of his 
own. “We’ll face this together,” he told her. ““The mayor, the media...all of it. Together.” 


Mina smiled. “Together,” she echoed. “That” Il be enough for me.” 


This time, when they kissed, they refused to let it end. 


Two Days Until The Duel 


Mezou had just returned from another training session with Fumikage-who was currently taking on 
several of the Outcasts’ finest fighters in preparation for the duel against the Chimera-when Tsu 
found him. 


Mezou couldn’t help the small smile that appeared on his face at the sight of his wife. She’d been 
helping Ibara in the hospital the last few days, mostly to have something to do. The smile quickly 
faded when he saw how worried she looked. 


“What’s wrong?” he asked as she joined him in the small living room of the house. 


Tsu smiled bitterly. “Other than the fact that one of our oldest friends is about to fight the most 
dangerous man in the Depths to the death?” she cracked. “Or that I haven’t been able to contact 
another one since we got here?” 


Mezou felt his heart skip a beat. Aside from talking about her with Fumikage, he’d barely even 
thought of Mina since arriving in Homeland. “Shit,” he whispered, “I didn’t even realize-” 


Tsu cut him off with a raised hand. “Mina’s fine,” she assured him. “She and I were talking when 
we saw the fires that the Outcasts started. I sent her somewhere safe before coming to find you.” 


Mezou sighed with relief. “Where?” he asked, mostly out of curiosity. Maybe they could find her. 
Maybe Fumikage would finally get the chance to apologize for all the things he’d done. Maybe 
Mina would finally see that the boy who saved her life was still alive, still fighting for her to have a 
better chance than the one she’d been unfairly dealt. Maybe they could all finally be whole again. 


Tsu’s eyes darkened, an odd guardedness creeping into her expression. “I...think it’s best that I 
wait a while to tell you that,” she said carefully. 


Mezou narrowed his eyes. Keeping secrets like this wasn’t something Tsu normally did. “Why 
not?” he asked suspiciously. 


Tsu, as always, met his gaze levelly. “Because now isn’t the best time,” she replied. “There’s... 
something else we need to deal with first.” 


Somehow, Mezou suspected that there was more to Tsu’s rationale than she was letting on, but he 
decided that pressing it wasn’t important at that moment. They’d find Mina soon enough, and 
make things right. 


“What is it?” he asked. 


Tsu sighed. “It’s Kugo,” she told him. “He’s...well, I think it’s best if I let him talk about it. So... 
could you go see him?” 


Mezou knew better than to argue with his wife. Tsu was usually right about things like this-and 
besides, he’d barely seen Kugo since they’d arrived here. After getting out of the hospital, he’d 
more or less just been sulking in the hut Fumikage had given him, as far as Mezou knew. 


“Okay,” he said. He kissed Tsu goodbye, then slipped out the door. 


Time to find Kugo. 


Mezou finally found the man after half an hour of searching. Rather than sulking in his hut, Kugo 
was Sitting in one of Homeland’s squares, on a bench that let him watch one of the waterfalls 
cascade from the ceiling into a large pool of sparkling, clean water. There was a large pack next to 
him, though Mezou had no clue what was inside. 


Kugo’s eyes were distant and thoughtful as Mezou crossed the square to join him on the bench. 
The large man finally spotted Mezou as he sat down, and nodded in greeting, a brief smile flashing 
across his face. 


Deciding that Kugo didn’t need his time wasted, Mezou said, “Tsu told me to come talk to you.” 


Kugo smiled at that. “Of course she did,” he grunted, not unkindly. “God forbid that I make my 
own decisions around here.” 


Mezou snorted. “Well, then?” he asked. “Something’s clearly on your mind. Spit it out.” 


Kugo rolled his eyes at Mezou’s bluntness, but his heart clearly wasn’t in it; he seemed dulled, 
somehow, distracted. He seemed small compared to the thundering waterfall and the organized 
chaos of Homeland, when he’d always been one of the biggest, most overpowering personalities 
Mezou had ever known. 


Kugo sighed. “I’m planning to leave soon,” he replied. 
Mezou blinked. “Leave Homeland?” he asked. “Why?” 


Kugo raised an eyebrow at the tone of Mezou’s voice; Mezou was honestly surprised by himself, 
too. He sounded shocked that Kugo would leave, more so than he’d expected. Kugo certainly 
hadn’t been very active since he woke up from getting his ass kicked by Fumikage. He’d mostly 
just stayed in town, sulking...or thinking. 


Kugo leaned back on the bench, eyes still distant. “Look, kid,” he said. “This Outcast thing...I 
don’t think it’s for me.” 


Mezou frowned. “Why not?” he shot back. “They’d welcome you, you know that. They don’t hold 
grudges, and they admire strength like yours.” 


Kugo raised an eyebrow. “You sound like one of them,” he grunted. 


Mezou froze. He hadn’t even realized that, but Kugo was right. He’d neatly parroted Fumikage and 
Kamakiri’s words. That was...unnerving. 


Shaking his head to refocus on the problem in front of him, Mezou shot back, “The point still 
stands, though.” 


Kugo shook his head. “Maybe you’re right,” he agreed. “But...well, / hold grudges. And I don’t 
want to face the old members of my group who joined them.” 


Mezou stared at him. “You’re scared of losing face?” he asked, bewildered. That didn’t sound like 
Kugo. 


“No,” Kugo replied. “It’s just...look, kid, it’s complicated.” 
Mezou crossed his arms. “Try me,” he shot back. 


Kugo sighed once more, rubbing one massive hand over the rounded dome of his forehead. For a 
long moment, Mezou waited, wondering if Kugo would even respond. 


He did. “Kid,” Kugo began, “I know it’s hard for you to realize, but I’m old.” 
Mezou raised an eyebrow. “You're barely forty,” he protested. 


Kugo met his eyes, and Mezou hesitated. He knew the life expectancy down here, especially of a 
man like Kugo. 


“Like I said," Kugo repeated. “Old. And more importantly...I’m tired. I led the Neo-Stainists for 
years, building a home, defending it, giving people a safe place to live. And then...” 


“And then the Outcasts came and took it all over,” Mezou finished. 
Kugo nodded. “Worse,” he added, “They did it better than I ever could.” 


Mezou said nothing, and Kugo saw the confusion on his face. The orca-man explained, “Look, I 
may hold grudges, but I ain’t blind. This place-all the places the Outcasts have taken over-is safer, 
healthier, and happier than anywhere else I’ve ever seen down here. I’m not so old that I can’t face 
the facts. The Outcasts are better than the Neo-Stainists-including me-ever were.” 


“Then why don’t you want to join them?” Mezou asked. 


Kugo shook his head. “Again,” he said, “I’m old, and set in my ways. This fight, the things the 
Outcasts are doing...that’s a younger man’s game. I fought my war, years ago, and...I lost.” 


Mezou blinked. “What are you talking about?” he asked. “What makes this a young man’s game? 
You can help them plenty.” 


Kugo snorted. “You don’t know anything, kid,” he said, his voice dark. “You have no idea the 
things I’ve seen and done.” 


Mezou narrowed his eyes. “Try me,” he retorted. 


Kugo turned on the bench, leaning in with bared teeth. He Joomed in Mezou’s vision, a hulking 
figure in sleek black and white, his flesh marked by years and years of scars, a history of violence 
written on his very skin. 


“You want to know what I was?” Kugo growled, low and deadly. “I was a Claw for thirty years, 
boy. A two-bit thug, a worthless monster who used strength and threats to bully everyone around 
me into obedience. I was exactly the kind of man the Outcasts are trying to stomp out. The kind of 
man the Chimera is.” 


Mezou stared at him. He’d never known that. He’d always subconsciously imagined Kugo as 
being a Neo-Stainist for life, despite the fact that he was decades older than the Neo-Stainist 
movement itself. 


“What happened?” he asked. “To make you change?” 


Kugo snorted. “I didn’t change,” he replied. “I just found new ways to channel my anger. I always 
had it-but it wasn’t until I heard about Stain that I realized what I was angry at.” 


Mezou frowned. “You said yourself that the Neo-Stainists don’t really care much about Stain’s 
teachings anymore,” he pointed out. 


Kugo nodded. “You’re right,” he admitted. “Stain was only ever a convenient rallying point for 
most of us. There’s so much anger down here...he was the spark dropped in a pool of oil. The 
Outcasts are the same. In the end, the Neo-Stainists that survived weren’t the fanatics-we were the 
ones who used the ideology as a vehicle for what really mattered: safety and shelter for people who 
just wanted to live their lives in peace.” 


Mezou asked, “What does this have to do with why you’re leaving?” 


Kugo met his eyes. “I’ve seen what happens when mutants follow a man on a crusade,” he said, 
voice groaning under the weight of years. “I saw it happen with Stain, and Shigaraki. I’m done 
following it. It’s time for me to stop trying to force the world to be better. That’s not my role 
anymore.” 


For a long, frozen moment, Mezou couldn’t think of a response. Kugo sighed heavily as he 
continued, “I know Tsu probably sent you here to talk me out of it. But you’re not gonna be able 
to-” 


Mezou shook his head. “I wasn’t planning on it,” he replied, “And I’m not going to try. The least I 
owe you is to respect your decision.” 


Kugo raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. 


“Where will you go?” Mezou asked. 


Kugo shrugged. “Haven’t decided,” he answered. “I think Ill just...wander for a while. See if I 
can’t find a place where I’m needed.” 


Mezou nodded. He extended a hand, and Kugo clasped it. “Thank you,” he said. “For helping me.” 
Kugo snorted. “You and your wife saved me,” he replied. “It was the least I could do." 


The two stood, and Kugo hefted his pack onto his shoulders. He turned to go...then hesitated, 
turning back. 


“Mezou,” he said softly. “You’re a good man. Whatever happens, hold onto that, alright? Wherever 
your crusade leads you, whatever war you fight...hold onto it.” 


“T will,” Mezou answered softly. 


Kugo nodded, and turned. He strode away, through the city, towards the exit. Mezou watched the 
massive man until his retreating back vanished into the crowd. 


Then, he headed home. There were two days left until the duel-and he wanted to be with Tsu. Soon, 
it would all come to a head. 


One Day Until The Duel 


Izuku was getting very tired of his phone going off. 


He and Mina were in the middle of dinner when the call came in. At first, Izuku’s blood went cold, 
half-expecting it to be Takao, calling with some new taunt or demand. Instead, when he answered 
it, his blood went cold for a different reason. 


“Atlas,” the brisk, businesslike voice of Bloodhound said. “We’ve got a problem.” 


Izuku sighed. “Bloodhound,” he replied, his voice somewhere between strained and calm. “Can it 
wait? I’m busy right now.” 


“Sorry,” Bloodhound said, sounding not very sorry at all. “But this is serious. Remember the report 
on the Outcasts I gave you a while back?” 


Izuku met Mina’s eyes across the small dining table. She was able to hear his conversation, and 
obviously remembered the Outcasts. The look of concern in her eyes mirrored his own. 


“Yeah,” Izuku said. “Has something new happened?” 


“Yes,” Bloodhound said. “They’ve destroyed the Tunnel Rats, too. One of my sources in the 
Tunnel Rats confirmed it. The man barely escaped with his life.” 


Izuku and Mina’s eyes went wide. Shit. 
“T see,” Izuku responded. “How strong have they gotten?” 


“Strong enough that the boss of the Ten Kings, Chojuro Kon, has personally challenged their 
leader to a duel to the death,” Bloodhound said. 


Izuku’s eyes narrowed, his grip on the phone tightening, while Mina paled, golden eyes wide and 
shocked. They both knew Kon by reputation. He was one of the most wanted men in the Depths- 


and, of course, one of the most untouchable. Izuku had wanted to take a crack at the most notorious 
human trafficker in the city for years. For her part, Mina knew exactly what Kon was capable of. 
The stories about him were known by every man, woman, and child in the Depths. 


“Do we know anything about the Outcasts’ leader?” Izuku asked. “Why would Kon challenge him 
personally?” 


“T haven’t been able to find anything much,” Bloodhound admitted. “All my sources have been 
going dark over the last few weeks. But if Kon has challenged him, then he thinks that whoever it 
is is dangerous. Kon is scared-and if the Outcasts are masters of two-thirds of the Depths now, 
then he should be.” 


Izuku, seeing how deeply unnerved Mina was, wordlessly reached out to cover her hand with his 
own. Refocusing on the call, he asked, “Do you think we should take action?” 


“At this point, we have to,” Bloodhound responded. “We’re in the dark here. A new player is on 
the verge of completely destroying the status quo in the Depths, and we know nothing about their 
motivations or plans. We need to stake out this duel. It’s the perfect chance to identify the leader of 
the Outcasts-and if we don’t even know who we’re up against, we’re screwed.” 


Izuku frowned. “How do we know whoever it is will be an enemy?” he pointed out. Across from 
him, Mina gave him a strange look. Perhaps she didn’t realize that the only reason Izuku was even 
having such thoughts was because of her-because he had begun to understand the distinction 
between a villain and an enemy. 


Bloodhound, jaded as always, scoffed, “You think someone trying to conquer the whole Depths 
will be satisfied with just the Depths? If they win, they’ll come for the Underground, and the rest 
of the city. You know it as well as I do.” 


Izuku sighed. “Okay, then,” he replied. “So...what’s the plan?” 


“We need a small team,” Bloodhound replied. “Too many, and we’ II start another incursion war. 
But that team needs to be top-tier if we’re going to have any chance of getting in and out alive.” 
Izuku nodded thoughtfully. “Got it,” he said, mind racing. “Red Riot and I will come. Other than 
that...Uravity and Creati are both available right now on short notice.” 


Bloodhound made a sound of approval. “I like it,” she agreed. “I'll be coming along, too.” 


Izuku was about to respond when he happened to meet Mina’s eyes. The sight of her expression 
burning with unspoken words transfixed him. Her brow was furrowed, her golden eyes aglow with 
an inner light that could only come from one source. Wordlessly, she raised her head, and gestured 
to her cloak, hanging on the wall nearby. 


Izuku could read Mina’s face like a book, understand her like he understood nobody else on earth. 
He knew her pain, her joy, her love and her loss. He knew exactly what she was saying. 


“I’m coming, too.” 


“Are you sure?” he mouthed. He knew how fraught it had been the first time Mina had brought 
him to the Depths. A whole team of heroes, there on an official mission? That was a whole 
different beast from an off-the-books revenge job. 


She nodded. Her fists were clenched on the table, her body vibrating with energy. 


He knew better than to argue. 


“Actually,” Izuku said into the phone, “I’ve got one more member in mind.” 
“Who?” Bloodhound asked. 
“A guide, of sorts,” Izuku responded. “Someone who knows the territory better than any of us.” 


Bloodhound hummed thoughtfully. Knowing her, she wanted to know who, but could tell that 
Izuku was dead-set on being cryptic, and doubted there was any point in asking. 


“Okay then,” she said. “The duel is apparently set for tomorrow. We’ll have to move quickly.” 
“Got it,” Izuku replied. “See you then.” 


With that, Bloodhound disconnected, and Izuku and Mina were left in silence, their food suddenly 
significantly less appealing. 


Izuku was the first to shatter the quiet. “So,” he said. “Can... ask why you want to come? Last 
time you took me to the Depths-” 


Mina nodded. “I know what happened,” she interrupted. “And, yeah, it’s a different situation, but... 
but just like last time, I need to know something. The Outcasts were the ones who helped Toga. 
She was working for them. I...I want to know why. How could they let a monster like that run 
around, killing for fun? What kind of person Jeads a group like that?” 


Izuku winced at the pain in Mina’s voice. He knew grief, but Mina...her pain at Fumi’s death still 
ran so deep. It was raw, brutal, and every time it came up to the surface, he felt his own heart twist 
at the darkness in the core of Mina’s soul. Even the slightest hint of anyone with a connection to 
his murder would be enough to send her after them. But he wouldn’t deny her that. As awful as it 
was...he understood perfectly the need for revenge, the need to destroy every hint of someone’s 
memory. 


It was what he had done to Shigaraki, after all. 


Izuku reached out and took Mina’s hand again. His other hand, twisted and bearing its own marks, 
brushed across the red, deep scar on her cheek. Broken things on broken things. 


“Tomorrow,” he murmured. “Tomorrow, we’ll get you your answers. I promise.” 


Mina smiled, and it was bright, burning through the heaviness of her grief. It was a little broken, a 
little disturbed, but still a smile. 


“Tomorrow,” she agreed. “I'll lead more heroes into the only place safe from them. What’s one 
more sin on the list, anyway?” 


Nothing Izuku could say would answer that. So he kissed her instead. 


Mina seemed to decide that that was an acceptable substitute. All thoughts of dinner forgotten-a 
rarity for her-she dragged him to her. 


They had a few precious hours before tomorrow. A few precious hours before the world went to 
hell. 


They used them well. 
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Next time, the duel. And so much more. 
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It felt odd to Mina, walking in through the front door. 


She was so used to sneaking into Aegis’s building, through side doors or Izuku’s window. Seeing 
the organized chaos of the front entrance, the steady streams of costumed heroes and police 
heading in and out, made her tense up out of habit. 


Well, technically she was still sneaking right now, thanks to the disguise projector she was 
wearing, giving her the appearance of a middle-aged secretary. The fact that Izuku had them, and 
just didn’t use them, was somehow more galling than the fact that he used a hat and sunglasses as a 
disguise in the first place. 


Naturally, Izuku cut right past the lines and the chaos of the lobby, being the founder of the place. 
Men and women stepped aside as he passed, nodding respectfully and getting an absent-though still 
genuine-smile in return. Nobody questioned where Atlas was going or why he seemed 
preoccupied-neither of those things were exactly rare for him. Similarly, nobody paid any mind to 
Mina in her disguise as she walked at Izuku’s side. 


The fact that he was in full costume bothered her, on some level. Even as dense, dark green fabric 
rippled across his chest and the long cape flowed out behind him and his dark metal boots clanked 
on the floor, she found herself wincing as she imagined what might happen if they were seen in the 
Depths. At least when she’d brought him there before, he’d been able to hide a Jittle bit. But 
everyone knew Atlas’s costume. Everyone knew him. 


Atlas was the costume, in a way. That was the symbol, the beacon that people recognized and 
rejoiced at-or, if they were the wrong sort of people, despaired at. Maybe that was why it bothered 
Mina. She’d gotten good at dividing who Izuku was on the job, what he did, the system he 
enforced on her people, from who he was with her, the soft-eyed, kind man she loved so much. But 
here, with Izuku wearing the costume he wore every day he terrorized her people, she couldn’t do it 


anymore. She couldn’t deny that, on some level, she had betrayed the Depths by loving him, and 
betrayed them more by helping him. 


She found that she was okay with that-even if she wasn’t so sure whether her inability to separate 
Izuku from Atlas anymore was a good thing or not. 


Izuku led Mina deep into the bowels of the building, to a small but well-equipped briefing room. 
The others were already there, waiting for them. 


Mina took a deep breath as the door closed behind her. Here it was. Undeniable proof of what 
she’d done. She was working with the heroes now. It was too late to turn back. 


There were four heroes there, and Mina already knew three of them. Ejiro waved, already aware of 
who she was thanks to Izuku filling him in on the plan. Ochako and Momo exchanged a look, 
seemingly caught off guard by the secretary walking in next to Izuku. 


Mina spared a moment to raise an eyebrow at Momo’s hero costume. Well. She hadn’t been 
expecting that. Idly, she recalled the prostitute she and Izuku had seen in the Depths, comparing 
their outfits in amusement. Then, she gave a mental shrug. Who gave a fuck? They had bigger 
issues to worry about. 


The fourth hero, though, was an enigma. She must be Bloodhound, the one who had called Izuku 
the night before, but there was...basically nothing distinctive about her. She was wearing a sturdy, 
all-black tactical outfit, and pretty much the only distinctive feature about her was her mask, which 
had a slightly pointed snout reminiscent of a dog’s below large green goggles. Mina doubted she 
even needed a disguise to go out in public. 


Must be nice. 


Bloodhound turned her head to regard Mina with a gaze made unreadable by her mask. “This the 
guide?” she asked dryly. “Some random pencil-pusher?” 


Mina rolled her eyes. Izuku turned to her, but he didn’t even have to open his mouth. Mina pressed 
the top of the projector on her wrist, which deactivated with its signature de-woop sound. 


Ochako let out a brief chuckle of surprise, then raised her hand in greeting. “Oh, okay, that makes a 
lot of sense,” she said. “Hi, Mina.” 


Mina grinned as Momo and Ejiro gave similar greetings. “Not exactly a pencil-pusher,” she 
cracked, turning to Bloodhound. 


Out of nowhere, the older hero stood from her seat, her body language tense. ““You’re working with 
a mutant,” she said, her voice curt and just short of angry. 


Mina stiffened. Shit. She knew that tone. 


Izuku’s expression darkened. “Yes,” he said, his own voice equally low and heavy. “Do you have a 
problem with that?” 


Bloodhound’s face was hidden behind her mask, but Mina could imagine the hateful sneer 
spreading across her face. The woman stalked forwards, towards Mina. She stopped short of 
getting in her face, though, so there was that. 


“Depends,” Bloodhound replied darkly, turning to meet Mina’s eyes. “Why are you doing this?” 


Mina blinked, caught off guard. “Excuse me?” she said. 


Bloodhound jabbed a finger at her. “You heard me,” she snapped. “What did they promise you in 
exchange for helping them? Money? Freedom? Amnesty?” 


Mina’s eyes narrowed. Distantly, she was aware of Ejiro rising from his own chair, and of tiny 
flickers of lightning rising from Izuku’s arms. But this? This insult was against her. “You think I’m 
a snitch?” she hissed. “How dare you?” 


Bloodhound crossed her arms. “You just walked in with the Number One Hero to lead him into the 
Depths, girl,” she said. “What else could you be?” 


Mina spat, “Shut the fuck up, hero. You don’t know anything. None of you abovegrounders do.” 


Bloodhound scoffed. “I’ve lived underground all my life, girl,” she shot back. “Born and raised 
here.” 


Mina’s blood was up, and she knew it. She nearly shouted, “I’m his girlfriend, you fucking 
asshole! He didn’t promise me anything for this!” 


Izuku winced a little behind her, and Mina promptly shut her mouth. Oops. She sure was good at 
keeping secrets. 


Of course, everyone in the room already knew that, save Bloodhound herself. And, surprisingly, 
that seemed to catch her off guard. She froze like a deer in headlights for a moment, before finally 
saying, “Oh.” 


Mina snorted. “Yeah, “oh,” she said. “I’m not betraying the Depths for money or some shit. I’m 
doing it because I want to help, and so that the man I love comes back alive. Am I clear?” 


With that, Mina started to storm past Bloodhound. As she moved, though, Bloodhound replied, “As 
crystal.” 


Mina actually paused. Huh. That was nice, at least. “Okay, then,” she said, less angry now. She 
hopped into a seat next to Ejiro, who patted her on the shoulder reassuringly. 


Meanwhile, Bloodhound turned to Izuku. In a calmer voice that had an undercurrent of resigned 
amusement, she asked, “Who else knows that you’re dating a mutant from the Depths of all 
places?” 


Izuku gestured at the room. “This is, uh, everybody,” he said, conveniently leaving out a certain 
mayor. That was a shitstorm to handle after their current one. 


Bloodhound turned, surveying the trio of other heroes who were coming along on the mission. “I 
see,” she said. “So I can assume my student has no clue?” 


Izuku nodded. “Uh, yeah, Professor Aizawa doesn’t know,” he confirmed. “It’s...not something 
I’ve really started sharing yet.” 


Bloodhound snorted. “Well, make sure to keep me informed when you do tell him,” she replied. 
“T’ve got a nice bottle of wine to share with him so he can bitch about it. Anyway, we should get 
started.” 


Izuku nodded, seemingly grateful to move on, and took his seat. Soon, the six of them were 
planning the mission. Well, Izuku and Bloodhound were really planning the mission, with 


occasional input from the other heroes. Mina just explained how fucked they were if they were 
found, really. They’d be walking into more or less every mutant of any danger in the city, between 
the Outcasts and the Ten Kings. Even if they were tearing each other apart, seeing a hero in the 
Depths was sure to lead to a fight, or even another incursion war. Beyond that, though, Mina 
mostly sat there, lost in her own thoughts. Bloodhound’s accusation whirled in her mind, mingling 
with her own slow realization at how deep her own betrayal ran. She’d crossed that bridge, a long 
time ago. There was no going back, now. 


More than that, Mina found herself confused by how Bloodhound had taken her reveal. She’d 
seemed angry, on a level more deep than professional, about the possibility of Mina being a snitch. 
Why? She was a hero, she surely made use of snitches and the like herself. Was it just hypocrisy? 
Was it something else? Nothing was adding up with the Outcasts either. Nobody seemed to know 
who their leader was, and yet Chojuro Kon himself was about to fight him to the death. Gangs 
were being toppled, and whatever the Outcasts were, they seemed to have very different goals than 
simply dominating the illicit trades and smuggling routes of the Depths. What was their plan? 


Mina didn’t know, and as they got ready to leave, she wondered if she would ever find out. 


On the day of the duel, the Outcasts left Homeland in a great solemn tide, with Fumikage at their 
head, Mezou and Tsu standing beside him. 


Mezou’s attempt to make Tsu stay behind had lasted all of five seconds, as she had simply given 
him a Look and informed him that, regardless of her mistrust of Fumikage and the Outcasts in 
general, she would still be coming. She owed it to Mezou, and to Fumikage, to be there. 


It was almost like a parade-or a funeral procession. Thousands of people, moving through the 
tunnels like ants, splitting up and converging again, flowing like water to a single place-the Chasm. 


Every organization in the Depths, gangs included, built their bases in the most defensible places 
possible. The Ten Kings were no exception-and, fitting with their status as the most feared gang of 
them all, they had chosen a truly unassailable position. 


The Chasm ran down the western side of one of the largest and most heavily populated caverns in 
the Depths, splitting off a tiny fragment of it at the very end from the rest. The Chasm itself was 
gargantuan-perhaps a mile across at its narrowest point, so large it made the vaunted Rift in the 
Underground proper look like a crack in the sidewalk. It was much, much deeper than it was wide- 
so deep, in fact, that it had never been explored properly; nobody knew what lay at the bottom, or 
how far down it even went. It was an immense gash in the earth, an open wound that tore at the 
stone flesh of the city. Depths legend had it that nobody had ever returned from falling in-a legend 
the Kings were happy to encourage, as they had built their stronghold into the cliffs on the far side. 


It was a fitting fortress for a man like Chojuro Kon. The honeycomb of lights spreading across the 
distant cliffside was as imposing as it was beautiful, a reminder of just what Fumikage had put 
himself up against. 


When the Outcasts reached the flat, empty stretch of ground in front of the Chasm, they fanned out 
to either side, a sea of mutant faces arrayed in front of the immense canyon. The Ten Kings, 
however, were nowhere to be seen. 


A murmur went through the crowd, followed by a cry, as they spotted movement from the fortress 
on the other side of the Chasm. As if appearing from nowhere, dozens of figures leaped into the 
air, hovering there with wings or jets or whatever means of propulsion their quirks gave them. 


Mezou narrowed his eyes. Flying quirks were rare, even among mutants. To have so many in one 
place, appearing so obviously...it smacked of a display of power. An intimidation tactic. 


As the Outcasts watched, most of the flyers dove down instead of crossing the Chasm, falling out 
of sight. A few moments later, they reappeared...with a bridge. 


It was made of a dozen wooden sections, each one immense and sturdy, that the Kings must have 
stored on a ledge somewhere within the Chasm. Four Kings carried each one, holding it up with 
thick cables attached to the four corners of the rectangular pieces. As if they were ants spilling 
from a nest, the non-flight-capable members of the gang, having gathered on the other side of the 
Chasm, began to cross the flying bridge, the pieces having snapped together as their comrades 
lifted them to the appropriate height. 


It was an ingenious solution to the difficulty of placing your fortress on the far side of an 
impassable ravine-one that ensured that the Kings alone controlled who could reach their 
stronghold. It must have been hellishly hard to carry those things, plus the weight of the whole 
army, while hovering a hundred feet in the air over an infinite drop, though. Mezou found himself 
impressed as much by the Kings’ strength as their ingenuity. 


A few of the flyers, though, didn’t stop to retrieve and hold the bridge. A trio of them, flying in a 
wedge, crossed the Chasm well ahead of their army, landing in front of the Outcasts with practiced 
ease. 


The one on the left flank was the dragon-man who had delivered his boss’s message to Fumikage 
three days earlier. He was wearing the same tight-fitting dark suit, along with what seemed to be 
his trademark lazy, ominous grin. His counterpart on the right was a man Mezou didn’t recognize; 
he had what looked like miniature jet engines growing from his back, and his face was a mess of 
scars and exposed circuitry, with one eye glowing red and the other one covered by an eyepatch. 


Neither of them drew much attention for long, though, because the man who landed in front of 
them was Chojuro Kon himself. 


Mezou forced down the nerves that rumbled in his stomach at the sight of him. Kon was the most 
monstrous mutant Mezou had ever seen. The boss of the Ten Kings was a hulking beast, larger 
even then Kugo. Nearly seven feet tall, with the head of a wolf, thick black dreadlocks, scaly hands 
with long talons, a dragon’s tail, and feathery wings that folded back into place as he landed. He 
was covered head to toe in thick blue fur, creating an impossible quality to him, like you were 
looking at something that was an aberration, something that never should have existed. 


Kon was alone, save for two bodyguards, and facing an army that would have outnumbered all his 
forces even if they’d been present. If Fumikage had ordered the Outcasts to attack then, with the 
Ten Kings still crossing the bridge, they would have destroyed Kon on the spot. And yet, he didn’t. 
Kon sneered at them, never looking away from Fumikage, never even acknowledging that he’d 
marched right into what could very well have been a trap. 


That was the power of Chojuro Kon, of the legend he’d cultivated, of the stories of his strength and 
brutality that everyone in the Depths knew. He stared down an army, and it trembled a little in fear 
of him. 


Fumikage stepped forwards, and Kon raised an eyebrow. The contrast between them was almost 
comical. In comparison with the power that Kon seemed to radiate effortlessly, Fumikage looked 
like a child. And yet, he met the crime lord’s eyes evenly, showing no hint of fear. Behind Kon, the 
steady tramp of feet on wood continued as the Ten Kings neared the end of their crossing. 


“So, you actually came,” Kon said at last. “I had to admit, I didn’t think you would.” 


Fumikage’s expression didn’t change, beyond a slight narrowing of his eyes. “Of course I came,” 
he said evenly. “One doesn’t turn down an invitation from a legend.” 


Kon snorted; his frame and wolf’s nose gave the sound a force to it that seemed to follow 
everything he did, every motion he made. “Still,” he said. “It takes a special sort of bravery to 
willingly come to your death. Or a special sort of stupidity.” 


Fumikage scoffed. “I don’t intend to die here,” he replied. 


Kon bared his teeth. “Well, someone is going to,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Let’s be clear on that. 
There’s no backing out now, boy. I won’t accept a surrender, and I won’t give one either. This 
ends, here and now.” 


Fumikage closed his eyes, and let out a deep, tired sigh. Mezou and Kamakiri, standing in the front 
row of the Outcasts around the impromptu arena forming around the two leaders, exchanged a 
look. They said nothing, made no agreement; there was just simple acknowledgement that both of 
them had so much to lose here. 


Fumikage looked up, and met the eyes of the worst monster in the Depths, a man who had 
slaughtered his way to power in a place with no law, no higher power, to stop him, to protect his 
victims. The biggest murderer, kidnapper, and ganster of them all. The kind of vulture who thrived 
when men and women were forgotten by the systems that should have protected them. 


“On that,” the former street rat responded, “we agree.” 


Kon nodded, then stepped forwards, just a step. There were still nearly ten feet between them, and 
more than three times that between the Outcasts and Fumikage. As the Ten Kings began to reach 
the end of the bridge, stretching out on either side, the crowds spread and pulled back to a 
theoretically safe distance, leaving the two men alone in the center of a sea of watching eyes. 


For a moment, they just stood there, sizing each other up, alone in the crowd of onlookers, kings 
with hard eyes and inhuman statures. Something about the moment, about the way Kon stood head 
and shoulders above every single person present, and yet Fumikage stood before him as an equal, 
brought to mind half-remembered stories from Mezou’s childhood-stories of men in ornate armor, 
with swords gleaming in the sunlight. A different age. Different men. The same story. 


Kon strode towards Fumikage, not yet attacking, not saying a word. With hard, unreadable eyes, 
Kon made a slow, lazy circle around Fumikage, who stood perfectly still, not reacting in the 
slightest. Mezou tensed as he got right up close to Fumikage, leaning down to shove his nose into 
Fumikage’s face. Fumikage didn’t flinch, even as Kon sniffed disdainfully at him with that wolfish 
nose, his slavering jaws slightly open. Finally, Kon met his eyes, and chuckled softly, dark and full 
of deadly promise. 


Then, he growled, deep and low. “You may be braver than I thought, but you’ re still a worm,” he 
spat. 


“Then why do you feel the need to come out personally to squish me?” Fumi taunted, a ghost of a 
grin on his face. 


Kon huffed. “Because I fight my own battles,” he snapped. “I don’t ask others to do what I won’t. 
And besides, you may be a worm...but you’ ve crushed the Claws and the Tunnel Rats as easily as I 
would squish a grape. You’ ve earned this.” 


Mezou was pretty sure that that was a dubious honor. For a moment, he wondered why they were 
bothering with this oddly formal conversation. Then, he realized. They were speaking loud enough 
to be heard by the assembled armies. This conversation, this strange lull before they tried to tear 
each other apart...it served a purpose. Both of them were putting on a show, for their own 
followers, and for their enemy’s. This grandstanding was as important to the legends that would be 
written as the battle itself. 


That, too, was practically a tradition in the Depths. In a place with no law, no one to enforce right 
and wrong, men made their own, as useless as it often felt. This, though-this moment had a weight 
behind it that nobody was foolish enough to obstruct. Traditions like this, the duel to the death to 
decide a conflict between groups, were as close as the Depths got to a sacred act, something that 
could not be touched. If anyone interfered with the fight, they were likely to be torn apart on the 
spot. 


Fumikage smiled mockingly. “I would have thought you’d be glad,” he said. “All I’ve done is clear 
out your competition.” 


Kon chuckled darkly. “Oh, make no mistake,” he replied, something evil glinting in his eyes. 
“You’ve done me a favor there. Once you die, the Ten Kings will be the undisputed masters of the 
Depths. But you-you’re an obstacle. Worse, actually. I know men like you. I’ve seen them before.” 


Kon extended one clawed hand outwards, as if gesturing at everything around him. 

“Stain,” he growled. “Shigaraki. Madmen, both of them. They claimed to have a cause, spread their 
influence far and wide, but in the end, they were just looking to destroy something. That’s easy 
shit. It’s the simplest thing in the world to destroy stuff-I should know. I do it all the time. But the 
hard shit-that’s what’s worth doing. And building something? That’s the hardest job of all.” 


Mezou glanced at Fumikage, surprised by Kon’s words. He found his long-lost brother staring at 
Kon with hard eyes, though his expression was considering. If only Kon knew how deeply 
Fumikage agreed with him. 


Kon stared down at Fumikage with death in his eyes. Not hate, not bloodlust-those were too 
passionate to describe Kon’s expression. His words were simple, matter-of-fact; there wasn’t rage 
behind them, or cruelty, or bravado. It was the bare truth, as obvious as death itself. 


“That’s why I’m going to kill you,” Kon said. “You-you’re a destroyer. You’ll drag every one of 
your followers to their own annihilation, the way you destroyed the Claws and the Tunnel Rats. 
The way you’ re trying to destroy the empire I’ve built. Well, I’d rather die than let that happen.” 


Kon turned and nodded to his bodyguard, the one with dragon wings. The man stepped forward 
into the now-immense clear space between the armies, raising his arm to begin the battle. 


Fumikage’s eyes were dark. “Your empire,” he repeated. “An empire built on kidnapping and 
stealing and the worst crimes humans can commit. A little corner of a dirty, clawed-out hole that 
you bought with other people’s blood. An empire of corpses.” 


Kon laughed. “That’s what empires are built on, boy,” he told Fumikage. “Every single one of 
them.” 


Fumikage didn’t respond. Darkness oozed over his skin, shadow enveloping him, swallowing him 
whole as his hands sprouted shadowy claws and his figure became enormous and smoky with 
power. 


The dragon-man let his hand fall, and said, “Begin.” 


The armies began to stamp their feet in a steady, inevitable beat as Kon charged, a roar erupting 
from his throat. He seemed to grow as he closed in, his shirt shredding apart as his whole body 
bulked up. His clawed fist descended, heading straight for Fumikage’s fight. 


Fumikage blocked it with his forearm, augmented by Dark Shadow’s power. Kon recovered 
instantly, not bothering to try and force his way past Fumikage’s guard. He jumped back half a 
pace to dodge Fumikage’s counterattack, then swung again. He moved so fast, even Mezou 
struggled to follow him. 


Fumikage’s arms, even bigger around than Kon’s thanks to Dark Shadow, stayed up, letting him 
tank the machine-gun blows that Kon rained down. He could keep up with Kon’s speed, but only 
barely; Mezou could see how Fumikage grit his teeth each time a hammerblow landed, and felt his 
heart sink. 

Fumikage had overwhelming power, especially in such a dark environment. But Kon was powerful 
in his own right, and had decades more experience than Fumikage. He was a wily, canny fighter, a 
practiced killer, and a brutal, relentless powerhouse. 


Eventually, Fumikage didn’t quite block a punch in time, and Kon’s fist slammed into his gut, 
sending him staggering back, gasping for air. Kon grinned, and his next punch was a roundhouse 
straight to Fumikage’s face. Fumikage went flying, landing heavily on the ground. He rose to his 
feet quickly, but Kon was already on him, fist descending once more to smash him into the ground. 


Fumikage, though, was ready. He swayed to one side-and Dark Shadow swayed the other. 


Kon’s eyes went wide as there were suddenly two bird-headed figures, one made of flesh and the 
other of shadow, on either side of his fist. He staggered, off balance, and Fumikage re-merged with 
Dark Shadow in a flash, ramming his fist up and into Kon’s gut in return. Before Kon could 
recover, Fumikage hit him again, and then again. His blows were every bit as overpowering as 
Kon’s, but the crime lord’s greater bulk meant he didn’t fly quite as far. That was fine, though; it 
meant Fumikage could rain down blows in rapid succession. Kon gave ground, grunting as he took 
hit after hit, Fumikage driving him back across the 


Fumikage’s claws swiped down Kon’s face, opening a line of parallel cuts on the side of his 
muzzle. Finally, Kon managed to regain his footing, and caught Fumikage’s next punch by the 
wrist. Instantly, he hurled Fumikage over his head, slamming him into the ground. Kon swung a 
massive leg, kicking Fumikage right in the side and sending him skittering across the stone. 


For a second, the two men took a breath, feeling the effects of their wounds. Kon’s long, snakelike 
tongue slipped from his mouth to lap at the blood flowing down the side of his face, while 
Fumikage rose to his feet, clenching his bruised gut. 


Kon growled. “Impressive,” he said. “But I’m done playing around.” 


Out of nowhere, he began to bulk up again, his clothes shredding even further, his body contorting 
as he grew to an impossible nine feet tall, horns curling atop his head as he became an inhuman 
beast with a hundred different animals mashed together into his monstrous frame. 


Fumikage charged, hoping to get to him before he did whatever he was planning, but couldn’t 
make it in time. He soon found himself face-to-face with a fist the size of a battering ram. He tried 
to block, but Kon moved too fast, and sent Fumikage flying with a punch to the face once again. 


Fumikage fought desperately to rise, expecting Kon to be on top of him any moment. Instead, as 
Fumikage stood up, he found himself staring at Kon from about ten feet away, the man’s 
monstrous jaws wide open as a ball of red energy collected in his mouth. 


Fumikage’s eyes went wide just as Kon breathed a wave of scorching fire over him, bathing a huge 
cone in front of him with searing, burning light. 


Mezou’s eyes went wide as he heard Fumikage scream. He started forward without even realizing 
it, only to find Kamakiri’s elbow-blade barring his path. He looked down in shock, fists clenched. 
He found Kamakiri’s eyes, and was shocked to see his own agony and terror mirrored there. 
Wordlessly, his teeth gritted, Kamakiri shook his head. 


Right. Mezou couldn’t interfere. He took a deep breath, forcing himself to calm. He nodded in 
thanks to Kamakiri for the save. 


“Come on, Fumi,” he thought desperately, in agony at watching him get hurt without being able to 
help. “Get up.” 


At last, Kon’s fire breath ended. Incredibly, Fumikage was still standing. HIs clothes were a little 
charred and his feathers looked singed, but Dark Shadow still clung to his body. That was a 
surprise; Mezou knew that the creature was-or had been-weak to light. And yet, the shadows were 
still thick, despite clearly having taken the brunt of the damage from Kon’s fire breath. 


Fumikage raised his head. Trembling a little, he spat, “It’s...gonna take more than that, Kon.” 


Kon snorted, and moved again. He charged Fumikage faster than any human could have reacted, 
claws raking across Fumikage’s body as he struck home. Fumikage took the hit, then swung back, 
but Kon was too fast, when he was pushing his quirk this hard. He knocked Fumikage’s punch 
aside, then tripped him with his tail, sending Fumikage to the ground with a grunt. 


Kon stood over Fumikage, kicking away his arms as he tried to plant them to rise. Fumikage was 
panting, eyes blazing as Kon rolled him onto his back. 


“More?” Kon asked, chuckling. “Aye, I can give you more. Let’s make your death one for the 
ages, eh?” 


With that, he reared his head back, and the red glow again began to erupt from his mouth. Mezou’s 
eyes went wide as the orb of fire in Kon’s jaws grew and grew, burning hotter and brighter with 
every passing second. Kon roared loudly as it grew, seemingly to the point where it was becoming 
too much even for him. 


Fumikage closed his eyes as Kon lowered his head, and fired straight down at him. The attack that 
erupted from his jaws was barely even fire anymore, it was so hot and bright and strong. It burned 
like a laser as it struck Fumikage, making him suddenly disappear. Rock hissed and began to melt 
along the edges of the beam, stone giving way as the sheer force of Kon’s attack carved a rapidly- 
expanding hole into the ground, right on top of where Fumikage had been. 


Finally, Kon’s breath ran out, and Mezou saw just how enormous that crater really was. He 
couldn’t even see Fumikage anymore; there was only a hole, surrounded and lined with hissing, 
still-half-molten rock. 


Kon laughed, and fired at whatever was left inside the hole again, filling it with yet more 
unbelievably powerful fire. 


Mezou looked away, heart pounding in his chest. He felt Tsu’s hand slip into his. He met her eyes, 
and she squeezed his hand. 


God. 


As usual, it had taken several hours for Mina to lead the others through the winding maze of 
tunnels that connected the Depths to the Underground proper, and longer to make their way, 
unseen, to the Chasm, where Bloodhound’s sources had said the fight was supposedly taking place. 
At last, though, they reached the edge of the cavern unscathed. 


Unfortunately, the ledge they emerged onto was still a ways away from the action itself, which was 
obvious even from this distance. A vast number of people were arrayed on the plain in front of the 
Chasm, a dark mass of seething humanity so numerous it gave even Mina pause. She’d never seen 
so many people in one place before. It felt like the whole Depths had come to see the battle 
between Chojuro Kon and the mysterious leader of the Outcasts. 


For all she knew, they had. 


With no other option, the heroes had decided to try and stay hidden on the ceiling of the cavern 
while they observed. Which was how Mina found herself climbing upside down across the jagged, 
stalactite-studded ceiling of the cavern, melting handholds for herself as she went. 


Climbing like this always made her nervous. One mistake, one moment of inattention, and she 
would fall to her death. That was nothing new, though. She’d spent her whole life on the edge of 
death, risking everything just for her next meal. 


You’d think she’d be used to it by now, really. But nope, dangling over a thousand-foot drop with 
nothing but your own hands holding you to the rock apparently wasn’t something you learned to 
ignore. 


As she crawled across the rough stone, Mina turned her head to find Izuku floating there, a worried 
look in his eyes. Part of her couldn’t help recalling another time when she’d seen his face while 
dangling upside down over such an enormous drop, in the Rift, all those months ago. How far 
they’d come since then. 


“Puck off,” she told her boyfriend. “I don’t need your help.” 


It was so unfair that he could fly. (Or, apparently, just sorta float, even though he hadn’t explained 
how either of those made sense with his quirk.) Izuku didn’t even have the decency to be hurt by 
Mina’s dismissal. He just asked, “Are you sure? It wouldn’t be any trouble to give you a ride.” 


Mina shot him a look. “Look, Izuku, I can do this by myself, alright?” she said. “The only place I 
ride you is in bed, thank you very much.” 


Sure enough, that shut him up, making Izuku’s cheeks flush bright red. The laughter in her ear 
probably had something to do with that. 


“Now that’s a hell of a thing to hear on comms!” Ejiro howled, clearly roaring with amusement. 
“T bet Izuku looks like a tomato right now!” Ochako agreed. 
“Ts this the best use of our earpieces?” Momo demanded with a sigh. 


Mina really didn’t know why they’d given her one; she certainly hadn’t asked for it. But hey, 
might as well use it to embarrass her boyfriend if she got the chance. 


Sadly, her opportunity to do so ended a moment later, when Bloodhound cut in with a no-nonsense 
voice. “No flirting or innuendo on comms during a mission, people,” she snapped, sounding more 
like her student than ever. “I swear, I'll never understand how you idiots are some of the top 
heroes in this country.” 


Mina snorted at that, and again at the chorus of sheepish apologies from Ejiro and the others. To be 
fair, she didn’t blame them for looking for some sort of amusement. It was a slow, painstaking 
process to make their way across the ceiling, especially for those of them who couldn’t float. Even 
though Ochako had used her quirk on Bloodhound, Momo, and Ejiro, only she and Momo had any 
propulsion, thanks to ion drives that Ochako had in her boots and that Momo had made on the spot. 
The other two had to more or less let the women tow them along, bobbing like the world’s 
stupidest balloons. Izuku, of course, could also use his quirk to float, though it still wasn’t as fast as 
Mina could move when she had a clear shot and favorable terrain, hence why she didn’t want to 
ride on his back or something. 


Also, she hated the idea of having to make somebody else help her, so. There was that. 


Eventually, despite the distractions and the tricky terrain, they drew close enough to the assembled 
armies to make out details. Mina took up a spot clinging to a particularly nice stalactite, staring 
down at the figures below. She was most used to the gloomy light than any of them, especially 
with her apparently-mutant eyesight. The six of them settled in, studying the scene below. 


“Looks like we’re late to the party,” Bloodhound said eventually 


Mina nodded. The fight had clearly started already; in fact, it might have ended already, too, 
judging by the smoldering pit so deep none of them could see who was in it, and Chojuro Kon 
laughing as he strode away from the wreckage. 


“Look at that fucker,” Ejiro muttered. “God, what I wouldn’t give to hop down there and throw 
him in Tartarus.” 


Mina hated the part of herself that agreed wholeheartedly. On the one hand, she hated Chojuro 
Kon. The man was a monster, a real monster. He had his hands in every single one of the most 
evil, heinous rackets in the Depths, from human trafficking to Trigger rings. The Ten Kings preyed 
on the most vulnerable people in the Depths-people like her. And yet...something about Ejiro’s 
voice left her deeply uncomfortable. As far as Mina was concerned, Tartarus was hell on earth. A 
place like that...1t was worse than a good, clean death, if you asked her. And if anyone deserved it, 
Kon did, but...still. 


Izuku made a sympathetic noise, but it seemed aimed at both Mina and Ejiro, and that, too, 
confused her. It seemed like Izuku himself wasn’t quite sure, either. 


“So, is the leader of the Outcasts already dead?” Momo asked. 
“Looks that way,” Bloodhound agreed, her voice cold and businesslike. 


Izuku sighed. Turning off his earpiece, he floated over to Mina, apparently sensing her growing 
disquiet. He asked, “Everything okay?” 


Mina stared down at the scene below, at the people crying at the loss of their leader, at the cruel 
laughter of the victorious gangsters, at the newest proof that the world could never, would never 
change. 


“T...miss my family,” she said after a moment. “I haven’t heard from Tsu or Mezou in weeks, and I 
left them in...a bad spot. I hope they’re okay.” 


Especially since they’d been fighting the Outcasts...and now the Outcasts were here. 
Izuku nodded. “After this mission, [’Il help you find them,” he said quietly. 


Mina smiled a bit at that, though a new worry promptly cropped up. “They won’t like us dating,” 


she warned him. “Or...well, Mezou won’t. Tsu approves.” 

Izuku looked thoughtful. “What’s the worst that could happen?” he asked. 
Mina raised an eyebrow. ““Mezou punches you,” she replied. “Repeatedly.” 
Izuku shrugged. “I can take a punch or two,” he said. “Especially for you.” 


Mina beamed at that. Before she could lean over and kiss him-which she was definitely about to 
do-Bloodhound’s voice came through their earpieces again. 


“T said no flirting on the mission, you two,” she said dryly. 
Izuku flushed, while Mina rolled her eyes. “Deal with it, Grandma,” she shot back. 


If Bloodhound had a retort, she never got to say it, because a moment later, Ochako’s voice came 
over the comms. 


“Uh...guys?” she said. “You...might want to see this.” 


At the same moment, a great scream erupted from below them, so loud that the heroes all heard it 
loud and clear. Everyone looked down, including Mina. 


“My God,” Momo gasped. 


Mina’s smile died on her face when she realized what she was seeing. In a fraction of a fraction of 
a second, she was wide-eyed and trembling, her breath coming in frantic, broken spurts as she 
reeled. 


It wasn’t possible. Jt wasn’t possible! 


Mina came apart. She was twelve years old again, looking up at the face of the first person who’d 
ever shown her kindness. 


She was fifteen, the happiest she’d ever been or ever would be, with a family, people who cared, 
people to watch her back. Four of them, broken but putting each other back together. 


She was eighteen, and losing everything. Waking up screaming, feeling like someone had ripped 
her heart out, because the boy who had saved her was gone. 


She was twenty, and alone again, cutting off the wounded limb to save the rest, burning every 
bridge she could find so it wouldn’t be cut from under her, a wild thing half-feral with the pain of 
loss. 


She was twenty-four, and just when she’d found her smile again, just when she remembered how 
to love, just when she had hope... 


It all came crashing down. 
Her fingers slipped from the handholds, and she plummeted from the sky. 


Distantly, Mina heard Izuku yell her name. She was falling. Why was she falling? A streak of 
green lightning was tearing its way across the sky above her, hand stretched out to catch her, trying 
to reach her before she struck the ground. 


She closed her eyes, and whispered, “F-Fumi?” 


And then she felt arms around her, and the jarring, cold impact of the stone. 


At long last, Kon seemed done with whatever sick game he’d played. He stepped away from the 
hole, his immense physique slowly returning to his slightly less ridiculous normal form. There was 
no motion from the steaming crater he’d melted into the flat stone. 


“Well, then,” Kon announced, spreading his arms as he looked at the Outcasts, many of whom 
were terrified and sobbing at the abrupt death of their leader. “Time to fulfill my promise.” 


Mezou didn’t like the sound of that. He looked at Kamakiri, who had the kind of agony in his eyes 
that led men to burn down the world. He met Mezou’s eyes...and nodded. 


“Tl deal with Kon,” Kamakiri spat. “You get everyone out of here.” 


Mezou thought about arguing...but that rage Kamakiri wore so well was familiar. He knew what 
would happen, knew that Kamakiri would only be buying them time. He said, “Give him hell.” 


He turned back to get one last look at where his brother had died for the second time, feeling 
hollow and broken all over again, for good this time. 


That meant he was the only one who saw the monster rise from the crater, body boiling with 
darkness. 


Kon must have heard something, because he turned back, still laughing, flush with victory that 
suddenly turned to ash on his lips. He goggled as two taloned hands larger than Kon’s entire body 
gripped the lip of the crater. 


“Impossible,” he gasped. 


The monster that hauled itself back onto level ground, making cries of joyous disbelief erupt from 
the Outcasts, was so large it boggled the mind. It was a whirlwind of living shadow, a bird-headed 
abomination of pure inky darkness with arms the size of cars and a head larger than a building. It 
was wrapped around what looked like a core of pure shadow, a molten cocoon large enough for a 
man. 


Then, the cocoon split, revealing a very, very pissed off Fumikage Tokoyami gasping for air. 


It was impossible, and yet, there he was. His jacket was somehow still intact, though the end of it 
was visibly smoldering. His whole body was writhing with shadows that clung to him like a second 
skin, flowing seamlessly up into the body of the monster that, even now, was slowly sinking back 
into him-though it stayed out, fitting around him like a suit of armor that made him a gargantuan 
beast. 


His eyes were enormous, blank, and yellow-Dark Shadow’s eyes. He sneered at Kon, who gaped at 
him like he’d just seen a ghost. 


“My turn,” Fumikage said, his voice rumbling with a metallic, guttural undertone that Mezou 
recognized as the voice of his quirk. He lunged forwards, shadows seeming to erupt into life as he 
charged. Kon tried to react, but it was useless. A fist the size of an eighteen-wheeler slammed into 
him before he could do a thing about it. Kon went flying, and Fumikage was on top of him almost 
before he landed, slamming Kon to the ground and ripping into him with razor-sharp claws. 


Kon yelled in pain as Fumikage raked his claws across his chest, opening up deep wounds that 
quickly stained his fur red with blood. He managed to get an arm free, and swung at Fumikage, 


only for Fumikage to grab that arm and bend it backwards until the bones shattered. Kon screamed, 
then, as Fumikage hit him again and again, fists and claws striking home. He thrashed and 
breathed fire and snapped at Fumikage with his jaws, but it was useless. Finally, he collapsed, 
unconscious. 


Mezou remembered, then, the truth of Fumikage’s quirk. The risk with it wasn’t not having enough 
power-indeed, it was by far the strongest quirk Mezou had ever seen-but that using that power 
came with a corresponding loosening of Dark Shadow’s leash. The more Fumikage drew on his 
quirk, the more he demanded from Dark Shadow, the more freedom Dark Shadow got in return. 
That was why Fumikage preferred to fight with Dark Shadow as an augmentation rather than 
letting his quirk do all the fighting alone. It was safer that way. But now, Fumikage had just drawn 
on more of Dark Shadow’s power in one moment than he’d ever done before. 

Mezou wondered how much freedom that had just given Dark Shadow...and what he’d do with it. 
Judging by the way Fumikage raised his hand over the prone Kon, blood-tipped claws glinting 
with obvious intent, he could predict at least part of it. 


Before those claws fell, though, there was a shriek from the Outcasts and Ten Kings alike. Mezou 
looked up in shock as a meteor wreathed in green lighting suddenly slammed into the cleared space 
in the middle of the mingled armies. The light faded, revealing a tall, magnificent figure in a green, 
white, and red costume, with a familiar mop of green hair. Worse, Mezou realized that he was 
carrying another person-one with even more familiar pink hair and pinker skin. 


Fumikage whirled, abandoning Kon’s prone body as he recognized the man-or, more accurately, 
the costume the man wore. 


Atlas had arrived. 


Having landed in a crouch, Izuku set Mina down, hoping desperately that she was okay. He rose to 
his feet, a little unsteady; he’d pushed himself hard to reach her in time. Thank God for Black 
Whip, letting him grab her before she hit the ground. 


He looked down, and felt his heart shatter. Mina wasn’t moving. She was on her knees, seemingly 
unhurt, thank God, but she was frozen. Tears filled her eyes. Her whole body was shaking, her 
chest rising and falling as she stared at- 


Izuku turned, and saw a dead man standing tall, wreathed in shadow, a stunned look on his face. 


Fumikage Tokoyami. The bird head, the shadows-it was him. It had to be. Mina had told Izuku 
exactly what he looked like...though he’d never expected to see him. 


Let alone at the head of an army. 


Somewhere beneath the shock and disbelief and terror, Izuku became aware of just where he was 
standing. All around him, there were mutants, staring at him, at the costume he wore. Men and 
women with shocked, terrified eyes, scarcely breathing, barely moving. All of them, Kings and 
Outcasts alike, united in sheer, heart-stopping fear of the titan who had landed in their midst, like a 
monster from a nightmare. 


Izuku’s breathing got shallower. This was bad. Very bad. He and Mina had fallen into the middle 
of an army, prepared to attack at a moment’s notice. They were separated from backup, exposed, 
and completely vulnerable. Mina was out of it, unresponsive and barely moving, just staring at the 
man who had returned from death, the man she owed her life to. 


And Fumikage was stepping forward, the confusion in his eyes slowly giving way to a grim 
hardness, tempered with a rage that Izuku knew all too well. 


“Atlas,” Fumikage said in a deep, sonorous voice. “What are you doing here?” 


Izuku looked around, recalling what Mina had said. These people wanted her dead. Because of 
him. They hated him, and because of it, she was in danger. She loved him, and her once-savior, the 
first person she’d ever trusted, wanted to kill her for it. 


Izuku felt anger, deep anger, slip over him like an all-too-familiar coat, icy and cold and utterly 
irresistible. If he’d had the brainpower to waste on fear, he would have felt it at that coldness- 
because the last time he’d felt it had been when Tomura Shigaraki had died at his hands. 


They wanted to hurt Mina. Fumikage, the man who had made her cry when she thought he was 
dead, wanted to hurt her. 


He already had. By coming back, he’d broken her heart. That thought, that knowledge, was what 
made him make his choice. 


Izuku smiled, like he always did in a fight. But this smile would never see the light of the 
aboveground sun. It was bloody and hateful and half-feral, a rictus grin that promised destruction. 


Fumikage growled, monstrous features overwhelming his own face, exaggerating angles and 
weapons tenfold as his frame swelled with shadow. Distantly, the huge blue-furred lump of Kon’s 
body stirred, ever so slightly. 


“He wants a show, does he?” Izuku thought. “Well, I'll give him one. Keep him-keep all of them- 
focused on me. Only me. Don’t let them look away. Give Mina time to escape.” 


“For you,” Izuku answered, his voice loud and undeniable, his eyes locked on Fumikage. Then, he 
reached deep, and called on the well of power that hummed just beneath his skin. One For All 
answered like an old friend. 


Lightning. An unimaginable fountain of green, crackling electricity, erupting from Izuku’s body, 
screeching with power as his grin turned deadly. He glowed with light as he pushed higher and 
higher, the ground beneath his feet seeming to shudder as he summoned more strength, flaring 
outwards as his human form was eclipsed by thunder. The dim cavern was lit bright as day in a 
flash, cast in an unearthly glow by a man-made green sun. It whirled around him like a hurricane, 
the sheer force of his presence making the ground shake and the air crackle. 


The sudden explosion of light broke whatever spell had been cast over the assembled armies. A 
chorus of terrified shrieks erupted from thousands of throats as people scrambled backwards, 
stampeding in a desperate attempt to flee that terrible light, to flee Atlas himself. Others started 
forward, deadly purpose plain in their eyes. The whole scene threatened to devolve into chaos. 


Until Fumikage raised a hand, shadowy claws immense and smoky as they hung in the still air. As 
if by magic, things calmed again; even the Ten Kings obeyed, awestruck by the sight unfolding in 
front of them. 


Who could blame them? It was something out of a storybook. A man challenging evil personally, a 
declaration of war in the most personal, brutal, truthful way imaginable. A man looking a demigod 
in the face, and refusing to back down. 


People backed up more at Fumikage’s gesture, retreating further to get out of the way. The ring of 
cleared space that had been an arena became a battlefield in an instant, an order of magnitude 


larger than it had been. 


This was no longer a battle between kings. This was something more, something greater and more 
terrible. 


Soon, there was nobody left close to Izuku. Nobody, that is, save two people. 


Mina still didn’t move, kneeling helplessly behind Izuku, frozen and crying in disbelief at what her 
eyes told her. If she understood what Izuku was about to do, how far he was willing to go to keep 
her safe, she didn’t show it. She just lay there, broken by the weight of everything she’d suffered. 


Fumikage, too, didn’t flee. He barely even flinched. His-or perhaps Dark Shadow’s-eyes, enormous 
and yellow, only narrowed as the lightning storm surrounding Izuku grew stronger. He stepped 
forward into the light, and Izuku’s half-baked theory about a potential weakness fizzled as he 
barely seemed to react. Then again, perhaps even the sun meant nothing down here, in such pure, 
total black. Only a tiny portion of the cavern was lit up by Izuku’s lightning, after all-it was far 
outweighed by the sheer darkness of the Depths. 


“Well, then,’ Fumikage said, his voice cold and stern and unafraid, his body contorted and 
armored in monstrous shadow, “come and get me, Atlas.” 


Izuku turned one last time, and met Mina’s blank, hopeless stare. She was sobbing now, barely 
even seeming to care. He thought he saw her mouth the word “Fumi?” 


He set his jaw. “I’m...sorry,” he whispered, not knowing whether she could even hear him or not. 


Then, he turned back, and became a bolt of lightning surging through the deep, straight towards 
Fumikage, his face a mask of rage and bitter vengeance. 


Fumikage met his blow, and the battle for the Depths began. 


Izuku started off with a flurry of punches, testing Fumikage’s defenses. The man had just been in 
another fight; surely, he’d be weakened and tired, at a heavy disadvantage. But to his shock, 
Fumikage seemed to move gracefully, responding quickly and powerfully to every punch Izuku 
threw. 


And he was fast. Very fast. With such a bulky mass of dark, shadowy energy flowing around him, 
Izuku had expected him to be clumsier, but Fumikage moved as if all that shadow weighed nothing 
at all. It certainly didn’t feel that way when Fumikage swiped out with his claws and caught Izuku 
off guard, though. 


Izuku slowly drove Fumikage back, forcing him to backpedal to avoid thunderous kicks and 
punches. Nobody interfered. None of the Outcasts tried to protect their leader. Why was that? Were 
they that terrified of Izuku? 


Or did they think Fumikage didn’t need their help? 


After the initial exchange, Fumikage and Izuku each took a few steps back, studying each other 
cautiously. Blood trickled from a cut above Izuku’s eye; Fumikage’s plumage was ruffled and 
buckled oddly along one cheek, his version of a severe bruise. 


The light in Fumikage’s eyes was undimmed; if anything, it was gleaming brighter than it ever had 
before, eager and bloody-minded. All around them, the slow, steady beat of the Outcasts could be 
heard. They did nothing but watch; the few glimpses Izuku caught of their expressions seemed 
awestruck, as if they were witnesses to a duel between gods. 


Izuku studied Fumikage carefully, maintaining a tight grip on One For All. Fifty percent had 
proved ineffective; Fumikage’s shadows were too strong, too quick, too dense to do any real 
damage. Sixty percent might not do it, either. This man was no fake, and no coward, either; he was 
a force, even if he seemed to have no formal combat training. 


Still...the higher he went, the greater the risk of collateral damage. And Mina was still kneeling, 
defenseless, on the ground behind him. 


“Tell me,” Fumikage demanded, face partially obscured by shadowy features that were not his 
own. “Are the stories they tell about you true?” 


Izuku’s eyes narrowed, the hum of lightning all around his body getting louder. “What stories?” he 
asked, voice flat and professional. Even as he spoke, he used his opponent’s desire to talk mid- 
battle against him, leaping mid-sentence to deliver a devastating roundhouse kick faster than the 
eye could see- 


Fumikage just took the blow, grunting as layers of shadow covered his side just before Izuku’s 
kick connected. He swayed effortlessly, avoiding the follow-up punch aimed at his head, then 
counterattacked, forcing Izuku to leap backwards to avoid deadly swipes from dark claws. 
Fumikage kept on the pressure, not letting Izuku think, forcing him to only react. He closed in, 
shadowy limbs blurring as they moved faster and faster. 


“He’s good,” Izuku thought, impressed. He had wondered whether Fumikage would be too reliant 
on long-distance fighting, relying on his overwhelming power to crush opponents before there was 
any risk to his person. But it seemed he had figured out how to use that strength in hand-to-hand 
fighting, too. 


At last, Izuku changed tactics. As skilled as Fumikage was, he couldn’t possibly match up against 
the unstoppable power of One For All. So the next time one of Fumikage’s hands descended, claws 
outstretched, Izuku caught it. 


Surprised, Fumikage tried to pull back, but Izuku’s grip was unbreakable. Having pinned his 
opponent down, Izuku grinned, pulling back his other arm for a mighty blow- 


Only for Fumikage to do the same thing, grabbing his fist, turning the battle into a straight-up 
contest of strength. And to Izuku’s shock, it was even. Shadows burned around Fumikage’s fist, as 
if the darkness of the cavern itself was coming to his aid. It coalesced and swirled, fighting back 
the lightning that tore it apart, withstanding the force of Izuku’s blows with shocking ease. 


He poured on more of One For All, passing seventy percent, but Fumikage just chuckled through 
gritted teeth as Izuku’s grip tightened, lighting flashing all around. Their feet dug into stony 
ground, their whole bodies straining as they searched for any advantage. 


“The stories we whisper about you, like you’re some sort of demon,” Fumikage said, answering 
Izuku’s question. “You’re like a myth to us. A legend. The man who killed Tomura Shigaraki 
could be nothing else.” 


Izuku flinched, eyes going wide, and Fumikage struck at the moment of weakness. Izuku could 
only grunt as he was suddenly slammed down into the stone, Fumikage’s body boiling as shadows 
warped and bubbled off his form, bearing down on Izuku with more and more weight. 


“H-how do you know about that?” Izuku demanded, gasping for breath. 


Fumikage smiled. “How could we not?” he replied. “Shigaraki tried to recruit us, tried to make us 


into his weapons to tear you down. We refused-you should die on our terms, not his. But still, that 
man was the most powerful fighter anyone had ever seen-and you destroyed him. Or so they say, 
anyway. So, tell me, Atlas...” 


Fumikage leaned in close, until his gleaming eyes were inches from Izuku’s face. His voice was 
brutal and guttural as he demanded, “Are you as good as they say?” 


Izuku groaned, feeling his ribs creaking. Seemingly frustrated by a lack of response, Fumikage 
drove a massive fist into his gut, then another. 


That left Izuku’s arms less pinned than they had been, though, and that made him grin. He brought 
them up to smash into the sides of Fumikage’s head, sending him reeling and letting Izuku leap up 
and drive a knee into the underside of his chin. Fumikage shot backwards, shouting in pain as 
Izuku regained his feet. 


As always, Izuku was smiling, but it was a tempered grin now, made more vivid, more brutal than 
usual, thanks to how much fun he was having. It was an unpleasant truth, maybe, but he couldn’t 
deny it; fighting like this, being able to truly go all-out, was just plain exhilarating. Judging by the 
way Fumikage’s grin was equally bloody as he shook his head to clear it, he thought the same. 


“So you want to know what kind of strength it took to beat Shigaraki? Why don’t you come find 
out?” Izuku taunted through gritted teeth, the lightning around him getting brother and stronger 
until his body was on the verge of disappearing into it, a shining sun turning all the world green. 
Eighty percent. Ninety percent. He didn’t dare think of Mina, huddled on the ground behind him, 
staring at them both with unseeing eyes full of tears. Her soft, broken sobs were sinking into his 
mind; if he looked back at her, he would falter. And Fumikage would not hesitate. 


Fumikage grinned even wider. “Gladly,” he answered. “Ill prove to them once and for all that 
that’s all you’ve ever been: a story. A fiction for the abovegrounders to cling to. A way to make 
them less afraid of the justice that’s coming for them.” 


This time, when they clashed, Fumikage’s quirk armored him so thickly that he was as big as 
Muscular had been, all those years ago. But in the end, Izuku had beaten Muscular easily, eclipsing 
him entirely. This...this was harder. Much harder. Fumikage was just too fast, too strong, too 
tough. He moved as if he were a shadow, as if every iota of darkness was his ally. He was in his 
element here, with no light at all to drive him back. Izuku, by contrast, was unprepared, off-kilter, 
hampered by Mina’s presence, and literally out of his depth. 


But still, the force of their next collision was so powerful it nearly blew several Outcasts over the 
edge of the Chasm. Only Ibara’s quick reactions with her vines caught them. She hunkered down 
like all the rest of them, watching in awe as Fumikage went toe-to-toe with the most powerful man 
Japan had ever seen. 


Once again, Izuku changed tack. Trying to distract Fumikage, he asked, ““What’s the point of all 
this, anyway? Destroying the gangs, accumulating power?” 


Fumikage snorted. “It’s not about power,” he replied as he swayed and ducked, easily avoiding or 
blocking every attack Izuku threw at him. “It’s about getting rid of the predators that hunt and harm 
the people, so they can have a better chance at life.” 


Izuku snorted. “Sure it is,” he shot back. “And they’d have this better life under you, I assume? 
You’re making yourself king?” 


Fumikage shook his head as he took another punch, staggering for a moment before throwing 


himself back into the fight. “God, no,” he laughed. “I want a real government down here, since the 
one that holds your leash doesn’t give a flying fuck about us. I want the Depths to be run by 
mutants, not fought over by warlords or invaded by heroes like you. I want everything you’ ve 
denied us.” 


Izuku blinked, caught off guard. That was... not what he’d thought Fumikage would say, at all. 
Fuck, the man sounded almost reasonable. Or at least, he would have, had he not been trying to kill 
Izuku at the moment. 


Fumikage’s eyes glinted in amusement as he saw confusion flit across Izuku’s face. “Oh, you 
weren’t expecting that, were you?” Fumikage asked, sneering as he shoved Izuku back. “You 
thought I’d be a monster, a one-note song with darkness on my lips and nothing but death in my 
eyes.” 


Caught off guard, stumbling, Izuku blurted out, “I didn’t-“ 


Fumikage cut him off with a fist to the jaw, sending him reeling. “You did. You do,” he said, voice 
dark and gravelly as Izuku rose to his feet, spitting blood onto the ground. “I know what you must 
have thought. You’re so used to being the unquestioned good in the story, you forgot what it’s like 
to compromise. You forgot that the real world isn’t always so cut and dry. You forget how 
complex people are.” 


Izuku spat out blood, and narrowed his eyes. “I’ve seen men like you before,” he responded, 
thinking of Overhaul, of Shigaraki, of Re-Destro, of All For One. “I know what you are. I know 
what you do. Murder and mayhem aren’t the tools of someone who wants to build a better future. 
You aren’t a good person.” 


Fumikage didn’t argue. By contrast, he smiled, wry and bitter. “And you are?” he shot back. 
“They say that good men can do bad things. So the opposite must be true, too, right? Bad men can 
do good things. Does that make us good men? Does it make the things we do bad?” 


Izuku scowled. “Do not compare us,” he spat, surging forwards again, only to have his blow 
absorbed harmlessly by Fumikage’s shadowy armor. “You and I are nothing alike.” 


Fumikage counterattacked, but Izuku grabbed his wrist, once again turning the battle into a 
grappling contest. “Of course we aren’t,” Fumikage scoffed as they strained against each other. 
“T’ve lived my whole life down in the dark and the damp, and you’ ve spent all that time under the 
open sky, basking in the sunlight my people have been denied. I’ve killed countless people to get 
where I am; you only had to kill one man for the whole world to love you, because you let them 
ignore the problems they caused.” 


Izuku felt ice run through his veins. Caught off guard, it was easy for Fumikage to slam him to the 
ground, then hurl him twenty feet. He landed with a grunt, barely avoiding the followup attack as 
he rolled out of the way. Scrambling to regain his footing, he gasped, “That’s not how it went!” 


Fumikage smiled lazily. “I’m sure you tell yourself that. But I don’t hide from the dark like you 
do,” he said, stalking towards him, long coat seething with darkness, the barest twitches of his 
limbs and eyelids revealing the sheer strain he was under. Izuku got the sense that Fumikage was 
now waging two battles-one against him, and one against whatever monster lived in his head. He 
didn’t look quite sane as he spat, “You want so badly to be pure, to be certain that whoever you 
need to hurt today is the real evil. So you look desperately for the “truth,” as if there’s a single fact, 
some awful revelation about me that will settle your conscience and reassure you that you really 
are the good guy, after all. Well, there is no secret. I wear every compromise on my skin; I am not 
ashamed of the choices I’ve had to make, the mistakes that I carry with me. I am here, I am flawed, 


and I will destroy every lie you’ ve ever clung to. [’Il start with the lie that you were ever in the 
right.” 


Izuku reeled from that, but he still had lightning in his blood. He was still a hero. He was still the 
wielder of One For All. 


“Fine,” he thought. “No more holding back.” 


One hundred percent. The world went green, the thunder of Izuku’s heartbeat pounding in his ears 
as sheer force bore down on him. Going all out with One For All was like holding a lightning bolt 
in your hand-you knew you weren’t controlling anything, you were just the momentary diverter of 
a stream of power so unimaginably beyond you it was laughable to think you could contain it. 


Izuku surged forwards, barely conscious of moving as power howled in his bloodstream. He broke 
through Fumikage’s guard, feet planted, hips twisting, right arm curling up and inward for an 
unimaginably powerful uppercut. 


He let himself grin with satisfaction. Plus. Ultra. 
Just before it connected, he saw Fumikage’s face. There was fear there, fear and shock and genuine 
surprise. He hadn’t been expecting it. 


Izuku had him. 


The punch connected, sending Fumikage flying into the sky. Izuku felt bones shatter beneath his 
fist. Before he had time to process, he leaped into the sky, soaring up even as Fumikage reached the 
absolute apex of his impromptu flight. 


This time, Izuku got an even better look at the sheer terror on Fumikage’s face as lightning filled 
the world, swirling around Izuku’s fist as he brought it down. He saw himself reflected in 
Fumikage’s eyes; a demon with pupiless, electric green eyes, writ in lightning, wearing a costume 
that had promised him nothing but pain and suffering and cruelty his whole life. A monster. 


His punch connected, and Fumikage was launched back down to the ground with enough force to 
blast a huge crater into the ground. Izuku smiled in grim satisfaction. 


He landed with ease, just above Fumikage, who was, somehow, still awake, still fighting. Izuku 
wrapped a hand around his throat, and hauled him up to his feet, choking and spitting. 


“You lose, villain,” he said. 
Fumikage spat at him, fighting ferociously, but uselessly. 


Izuku took a deep breath, then another, his grip ironclad around Fumikage’s throat. He’d gotten 
cocky, and nearly lost that fight. He looked around... 


And realized Mina was staring right at him, the barest spark of life back in her eyes. She looked 
horrified. 


Instantly, Izuku felt sick to his stomach. God. He...he was exactly what she’d accused him of 
being. 


This...this wasn’t heroic. Not at all. 


His grip loosened. 


That one action, the slightest twitch of his fingers, was all it took. Fumikage tore himself free of 
Izuku’s grip, gasping for air that came right back out as a hysteric, mad laugh. 


Izuku turned, just in time for Fumikage’s claws to rake across his chest, sending him stumbling 
back, blood welling up from beneath his costume. 


Fumikage chuckled as he rubbed at his throat and Izuku regained his feet. “That,” he hissed, a 
hateful grin on his face. “That right there is the difference between us. You have the luxury of 
hesitating, the freedom of second thoughts. I never have.” 


Izuku wasn’t fast enough to dodge the next punch. It hit like an eighteen-wheeler, sending him 
flying. He felt ribs crack as he slammed into the stone. 


Fuck. This was bad. How the hell was he losing? Why had he hesitated? 


He knew. He didn’t want to admit it, but he knew. This was Mina’s brother. She was kneeling 
somewhere in this field, watching with eyes that barely saw. Fumikage’s words...they could have 
come from her lips. They tore at him, got into his head, his heart. No matter how he fought them, 
how he tried to fortify his own will to fight, they nagged at him, a thousand cuts in the blindfold 
he’d worn for a decade. 


It was slipping. He knew what he was doing. Was this why he’d become a hero? 
Was winning this fight even heroic? 


The little quirkless boy he’d been, that part of him would always be, was listening to Fumikage. 
That... that was what scared him, more than Fumikage’s strength or the army that surrounded 
them with hushed voices and wide eyes. 


Izuku staggered to his feet once more. “What you want is...is fair,” he admitted, scraped raw of 
pretense by pain and fear and worry. “I know that. I know how broken this world is. But I can’t 
condone what you’re doing-” 


Fumikage punched him in the gut again, driving the wind from his lungs. “HOW ELSE?” he 
shouted, his voice raw and bloody as something snapped in him, some tether, some veneer of calm. 
Beneath it, there was an ocean of seething rage, an endless fire that burned in his heart, erupting as 
he battled the living embodiment of his own oppression. “How else am I supposed to find justice? 
You won’t let us have it any other way! How else am I supposed to lead my people to something 
better? This violence- your violence-is all they’ ve known! All J’ve known!” 


Izuku staggered back, raising his arms to defend himself. Fumikage struck him again, sending him 
to the ground. 


“You,” he snarled, standing over Izuku, “have no right to judge me. You don’t get to decide what 
form our justice takes, abovegrounder. You don’t get to soften it, to decide what is acceptable for 
us to do when we want things to change. You do not have the monopoly on righteous violence just 
because you say you do. I am not doing this for you. I don’t give a fuck if you don’t want me to 
destroy the whole rotten system you protect. I’m doing this for us.” 


“There has to be a peaceful way to solve this!” Izuku insisted, fighting his way to his feet, dodging 
another swipe of those deadly claws. 


Fumikage slowed, just for a second. “Maybe there is,” he admitted softly. “But I can’t find it. I 
tried. I really did. For years, I wished there was a way for things to change without fighting. But 
I’m done waiting, done putting my faith in people who hate me. You’re years too late to convince 


me that the Underground deserves anything but destruction, Atlas. Too many years, and too many 
dead friends.” 


With that, Fumikage’s expression firmed up again, and he attacked. Izuku was rapidly exhausting 
himself, accumulating wounds, and losing the will to fight. Most of all...he still couldn’t get the 
image of Mina’s horrified eyes out of his mind. 


The next time he managed to land a punch that staggered Fumikage for a second, Izuku stumbled 
back, breathing hard. 


“Why are you doing this?” he asked softly. “Why are you willing to tell me so much?” 


Fumikage smiled thinly, eyes burning with hate as he attacked once again. “Why?” he repeated, 
sounding amused. “Why, because it doesn’t matter. Because my quirk and my identity and my life 
don’t matter to you, and they never have. Because, if I let you, you would kill me and go back to 
your pretty, golden life aboveground, and never feel the slightest bit of guilt over it. Because 
nothing I could ever tell you could stop me from tearing down the whole world you’ ve dedicated 
your life to preserving, all while you watch. Because I want you to feel the weight of every 
decision you’ ve ever made that kept us down here, and understand that what I’m doing, what I 
want, is justice. Because I’m going to kill you, Atlas, and I want you to know why before I do.” 


The next swipe of Fumikage’s claws dug even deeper into Izuku’s flesh. He yelled in pain as he 
fell. 


He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t win this fight. He looked behind him. Somehow, his back was to the 
Chasm. Fumikage had forced him all the way back to the very edge of the bottomless drop. There 
was nowhere to go. 


Izuku closed his eyes. This wasn’t how he’d wanted to go out...and the fact that Mina was there 
made it worse. 


He fucking hated this world, sometimes. 

Out of nowhere, there was a blur of motion from the corner of his eye, a blur of pink and gold. 
Mezou barely even watched the battle between Atlas and Fumikage. His focus was entirely on 
Mina. 


God, why was she here? What was she doing with Atlas? Had he taken her? Was that why they 
hadn’t been able to find her? 

She was staring at Fumikage as he battled Atlas. She...she hadn’t known, had she? What must be 
going through her head right now? 

Mezou moved before he was even aware of it, making a beeline straight for Mina. He had to get 
her out of here. He had to make sure she was safe. 


A familiar elbow-blade shot out in front of him, barring his path. 


It took every bit of strength and willpower Mezou had to stop him from murdering Kamakiri on the 
spot. He looked at the man, unsure if he should threaten him or plead with him. 


Kamakiri looked up at him, and at Tsu, who was glaring at him, too. Softly, he said, “You have to 
stay here.” 


“You can’t stop us,” Tsu spat. “Mina is family. She needs someone to help her.” 


Kamakiri’s jaw tensed. He looked away from them. “I have my orders,” he said firmly. 


“Fuck your orders,” Tsu snapped. She pushed past Mezou, but Kamakiri stopped her, too. There 
was a deadly look in his eye. 


Tsu opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Mezou stepped forward. He had seen 
something in Kamakiri’s eyes, something he’d never seen there before. 


Hesitation 


“Kamakiri,” Mezou said, his voice low and soft even as thunder shook the world and lightning cast 
an eerie green glow over everything. “Please. That’s our sister over there. Fumikage’s sister.” 


Kamakiri swallowed heavily. “Fumikage told me to make sure you stayed put,” he replied. 
“Besides, she came with Atlas, or did you miss the part where he was carrying her?” 

Of course Mezou hadn’t missed it. But he spat, “I don’t care what she was doing with him, she’s 
family. Please, Kamakiri. Let us help her.” 


Kamakiri’s elbow blade was shaking. He looked unsure. It was the most torn, the most human, 
Mezou had ever seen the man. 


Softly, he said, “You can choose, Kamakiri. It'll be okay. Please, just let us pass. Fumikage will 
understand.” 


The shaking got worse. Kamakiri clenched his fist...and the blade retracted with a shink sound. 
“Go,” he whispered. “Save her.” 


Mezou felt more grateful to the man then than he ever thought he would. He and Tsu surged past 
him, running towards Mina. 


But they were too late. To their horror, she was gone, moving in a blur-towards where Fumikage 
had cornered a bleeding, fallen Atlas against the sheer drop of the Chasm. Mezou watched her go 
with horror in his eyes. 


No. 


Mina felt like she wasn’t in control of her own body as she came to a stop, standing tall, eyes fierce, 
between the man she loved and the boy who had saved her life. Her heart was an earthquake in her 
chest. Her lips were dry. She couldn’t speak. 


She didn’t know how she’d moved, or what had caused her to do it. Some part of her had fought its 
way free of that broken, empty place where she could only watch, dead to the world. Some part of 
her, so deep she didn’t know how to reach it again, had chosen. She’d watched Izuku hit the 
ground, and something in her had come unraveled. There had only been a wordless scream in her 
mind, only the overwhelming command to move. 


And move she had, with a ferocity and speed fueled by agony and heartbreak. And now she was 
staring into the face of a dead man and feeling herself being torn to shreds. 


Fumikage looked at her with shock in his eyes. Horror dawned on him as he realized who she was. 
What she’d done, by putting herself between him and Atlas in front of the Outcasts. 


“M-Mina?” he whispered, nearly staggering. His eyes were wide and pained, six years of unspoken 


words clogging his throat. 


Mina was in a place so far beyond pain that there was nothing left to break inside her, nothing left 
to burn. She was empty, hollow, cold. Ash, floating in the wind. In a voice with no emotion at all- 
for if there was, she would start sobbing-she said, “Fumi.” 


For a long moment, they stood there, frozen, surrounded by an army that did not speak. They were 
watching. Waiting. 


“What are you doing here?” Fumikage asked at last. As if they had just run into each other by 
chance on the street. 


Mina’s eyes grew grim. She heard Izuku groan behind her, trying to rise. She didn’t dare look back 
at him. Her gaze was locked on Fumikage. 


“What I have to,” she answered. 


Fumikage’s expression darkened, ever so slightly. “You’re protecting him,” he said. It wasn’t a 
question. He knew Mina too well to ever need to ask. She nodded anyway. 


Fumikage asked the only question that mattered. “Why?” 


Mina took a deep breath. Then another. “Because someone should,” she said softly. “Because it’s 
right.” 


“It’s not right,” Fumikage hissed. “He can’t get away with what he’s done. He can’t be allowed to 
walk away from this! Finally, we have a chance for change, Mina! For revenge!” 


“T don’t care,” Mina said. Her voice was cracked, breaking like glass, but firm. She did not move, 
even as the darkness coiled around Fumikage, armoring him. 


“Why?” he repeated. “He’s a hero, Mina! The hero! Everything they’ve done to us, everything they 
mean-“ 


“IT know what they mean,” Mina interrupted. “I know what they do. But dammit, YOU CAN’T 
HAVE THIS ONE!” 


Fumikage paused, stunned by Mina’s sudden shout. Mina stood tall, between Izuku’s mangled 
body and the first person she’d ever trusted. Refusing to move. 


“This one,” she hissed, “is mine. I don’t care what he is. I don’t care what he’s done. He. Is. Mine. 
I love him, dammit. And you can’t have him.” 


Fumikage looked her in the eye, and Mina couldn’t read his expression. For the first time she could 
remember, Fumikage really, truly scared her. She saw a thousand things in his eyes-hate and pride 
and horror and love. She doubted even he knew what he felt. 


“Please, Mina,” he begged. “Don’t do this. Not here. Not now.” 
Mina’s golden eyes were alive in the dark as she spat, “You can’t stop me. You know you can’t.” 


Mina had always been stubborn. From the day a dark-feathered boy lifted her from the garbage and 
gave her a home, she had been more immovable than the earth itself when she set her mind to it. 
There was an inevitability to her, like she could stand in front of an onrushing train and force it to 
get out of the way. 


But Fumikage had that inevitability, too. With an army at his back, watching his every move, he 
had to have it. And when he opened his eyes again, it was the leader of the Outcasts who stood in 
front of Mina. 


“You know how this will end,” he said in a voice that was a plea, a desperate cry for things to 
change. But they could not. Sometimes, there’s only one way for the story to end. “You know what 
Pll have to do.” 


Mina nodded. Her throat was dry. She was out of options. Izuku was horribly injured. The other 
heroes were too far away to help-and they didn’t stand a chance against the Outcasts. She stood 
alone against an army. Alone against Fumi. She knew. 


Fumikage opened his eyes, and Mina saw him teeter, saw him hesitate. For a moment, he was 
nothing more than a boy again, the one who’d been her home. One last time, he whispered, 
“Please.” 


And Mina, with all the spite and bitterness she had stored in her hateful soul, with every last drop 
of venom, every speck of rage, every boiling moment of her shitty, rotten, too-short life, answered, 
“No.” 


There is a fragment of a second of frozen time when the world ends. When all the lies and 
desperate fantasies shatter, when all that is left standing is the cold, bitter, hateful truth. There is a 
moment when a king can no longer deny his crown, any more than the monster can deny her 
heritage. 


It isn’t often that you can see the moment a person’s heart breaks. It’s there for a fraction of a 
fraction of a moment-like dew on spider silk, twinkling, dying, fading-and then it disappears. And 
once it’s gone, what remains is something new. 


And we all live with the consequences. 


Fumikage struck without warning. An arm of pure, inky, seething blackness whirled out, wrapping 
around Mina’s neck in an instant. Her eyes went wide as her airway was cut off; she kicked 
uselessly, frantically, at Fumikage’s legs, hands grasping the shadowy claws closed on her throat. 


Fumikage stepped to the edge of the Chasm, dangling Mina out over that infinite black. She kicked 
harder, legs frantically moving, all for naught. 


Fumikage’s eyes were shattered, betrayed, haunted. He looked horrified and hateful and so, so 
angry. But when he spoke, his voice was cold as ice. 


“T did this for you,” he said. “Because of you. So no more of us grow up the way you had to. I 
don’t know if you’ ve forgotten...but I haven’t. I can’t.” 


Mina shook her head, panic and fear and hurt overriding all thought. There was a pleading look in 
her eyes as her lips moved wordlessly, her air running out. There was something loose and howling 
in her heart. 


Suddenly, there was movement. A surge of protective green lightning, a howl of bloodlust and rage 
and fury from below. Izuku, somehow, pushed beyond pain and exhaustion and his own broken 
body, erupting upwards with a glowing, sparking fist, forcing himself upwards for one last 
desperate shot. Mina felt her heart skip a beat. 


Dismissively, Fumikage batted Izuku’s attack away with his free hand, barely even acknowledging 
the effort. Green lightning bounced harmlessly off his shadow-armor, and the force of his 
counterattack sent Izuku staggering backwards, right to the edge of the Chasm. 


With a look on his face that was half dismissive and half victorious, Fumikage raised a booted 
foot, and planted it right in Izuku’s sternum. 


He tipped backwards, over the edge, and fell without making a sound, like a falling star in fading 
green light, and was gone. 


Mina felt something in her chest shatter, something irreparable, irreplaceable. A screaming 
whirlwind erupted inside her, replacing everything else in an instant. She had no air left to scream, 
but she did it anyway. Some awful noise escaped her, and she pummeled any part of Fumikage she 
could reach with her vanishing strength. Tears coursed freely down her cheeks. Her whole body 
shook, golden eyes cracking like mirrors. 


Fumikage looked up at her, and for a moment, the inhuman, solid eyes of Dark Shadow pulled 
back, revealing the horror and the loathing on Fumikage’s face. There was softness beneath them- 
so very far beneath them. The last crumbs of what they had been. 


“Please,” Mina mouthed. She didn’t know what she was begging for. Death, maybe, or mercy, or 
for Izuku to rise from the Chasm like the hero he was. For Fumikage to be the boy who had once 
saved her, given her a home. Who made her feel safe. 


The only answer was silence. 


The moment ended. Darkness fell over Fumikage’s features once again. Loud and merciless, he 
declared, “Go on, then. Join your hero.” 


A moment later, in a softer, quieter voice-for Mina and Mina alone-he added, “I’m...sorry.” 
And then he let go. 


Mina didn’t make a sound as she plummeted down, down, down into the endless dark of the 
Chasm. She fell silently, dropping away into the black, and Fumikage felt Mina’s golden eyes tear 
him to pieces as they vanished into the void. 


Then she closed them, and let the rasp of sand on stone drown out everything else. 


Fumikage stood at the edge of the Chasm, staring down into the hateful deep, for a heart-breaking, 
frozen moment. Then, he turned, and strode back towards the assembled armies. They watched 
him in silence, half stunned and half worshipful. He reached the nearest Outcasts, and they slowly, 
hesitantly reached out to touch him, hands trembling as they grabbed at his clothes, as if trying to 
prove that he was real. A sea of humanity, hushed and crying-until the screams of joy began. 


He refused to let himself cry. The grief, the hatred, the broken man he had become-he pushed it all 
away. None of it mattered. Here, now, the people who did were cheering. They were chanting his 
name. Grown men and women were weeping, screaming in excitement, staring at him in awe. The 
Ten Kings were cheering, too. 


Chojuro Kon had hauled himself into a half-sitting position, and he swallowed heavily as 
Fumikage walked towards him. Even surrounded by the crowd, it was easy-they pulled back from 
him, like a living organism yielding to him. 


Fumikage looked down at the brutalized wreck of one of the most feared men the Depths had ever 
seen, his face utterly impassive. Kon met his eyes, proud to the end, fire burning in those wolfish 
eyes. 


But it was a different sort of fire, now. Kon had an unmistakable look in his eye; the look of a man 
who had seen God. Or, perhaps, had seen God die. 


Fumikage was so far beyond agony now, he had found a place of cool, icy calm. There was no 
point to hurting. It would change nothing. He had done what he had done, and this had never been 
about him. It was about his people, the ones he had sworn to lead and heal. 


Fumikage told Kon, “So. Shall we continue?” 


Kon swallowed heavily, his enormous chest rising and falling, rising and falling. Then, he 
chuckled. 


“Boy,” he said. “You just killed Atlas.” 
Fumikage ignored the stab of pain that the words brought him. His only response was a nod. 


Kon’s chuckle died away; he still had that look in his eyes. The look of a man not sure if he should 
fall to his knees in worship or run away screaming. Fumikage knew that look, knew it far better 
than he’d ever wanted to. 


Slowly, agonizingly, Kon rose to his feet, blood flowing freely from his wounds. His bodyguards 
went to help him, but he raised a massive paw, and they backed down. With a grunt of effort, Kon 
stood, towering over Fumikage. He was an immense behemoth, a demon in flesh and fur. 


And, without saying a word, he sank to his knees, and knelt. He bowed his head, and said, “You 
win, Leader of the Outcasts. The Ten Kings will follow you.” 


There was dead silence once more. Then, Fumikage raised his head, and replied, “Very well.” 


Wordlessly, the Ten Kings followed Kon’s lead. In a wave, rippling outwards from where he 
stood, every gangster who followed Chojuro Kon submitted, each and every one of them with that 
wonder in their eyes. 


Perhaps another man would have been more suspicious, but Fumikage had seen the look in Kon’s 
eye. It was total surrender, genuine and impossible to fake. It was that look that told Fumikage that 
Kon would follow him to the ends of the earth, now. They all would. The whole Depths would. He 
was, now and forever, the man who had defeated Atlas himself. He was a legend. A king. After 
years of pain and fighting, after a life of war and want and living as a worthless street rat, he finally 
stood as the undisputed master of the Depths, holding the power to change the world at last. 


And all it had cost was his soul. 


Fumikage closed his eyes, and let himself mourn, just for a second. When they opened again, they 
glowed yellow. 


Somewhere distant, he heard Dark Shadow laughing, and he knew that that laughter would haunt 
him for the rest of his life. 


This was real. He was real. He was real, he was broken, he was damned for all eternity, and he 
would make the world pay. 


For Mina. For everything. 
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Ejiro stared down at the mob a thousand feet below, and felt himself shatter into a thousand pieces. 
He was a hollow whirlwind of disbelief, a seething ocean of agony and self-hatred. 


“He...he can’t be dead,” he thought numbly. “/zuku can’t be dead.” 


Ejiro had known Izuku for nearly twenty years. He’d watched him grow from a shaking, quirkless 
child who jumped at shadows into a man who carried the world on his back, and did so with ease. 
He’d been at Izuku’s side as he became the greatest hero Japan had ever seen. 


And he was gone. That shadowy monster had thrown him and the woman he loved down a fucking 
ravine, and Ejiro had been powerless. He’d been floating uselessly in the air far, far above the 
fight, unable to help, unable to do anything but watch. They’d all been useless. 


Useless, useless, useless. 


Ejiro looked over at Ochako, Izuku’s other closest friend. There were tears in her eyes-but they 
were tears of rage. She looked ready to burn the world to the ground. Ejiro didn’t blame her-he felt 
the same way. He wanted to destroy something. He wanted to make the fucking monsters pay. 


They were as familiar with death as every hero was-more so, even. They’d both lost people in the 
war against the League, a war they’d been thrust into as children, unprepared and naive. Comrades, 
mentors, teachers, legends. All gone. They were hardened now, experienced; death still hurt, but 
not the same way those first cruel losses had. They couldn’t; the heart could only take so much. 
But this loss, watching a man they both loved plummet to his death, unable to save him...it was 
different. It broke them. Everything they were, everything they believed...it crumbled, and became 


fuel for the fire that consumed them. 


There was the sound of a gun being cocked. Ochako and Ejiro turned their heads to see that Momo 
had braced herself against a nearby stalactite, feet planted on the surface as she stuck out 
horizontally, looking down at the ground far below. There was a sniper rifle growing from her arm 
like a gruesome plant. 


There was no fire in her eyes-Momo didn’t hate that way. She hated cold, had rage like a flash- 
freeze that paralyzed every emotion, leaving only emotionless, deadly logic in its wake. 


“Say the word,” she snapped, eyes hard and her hands shaking, just a little. “Just say it, and I put a 
bullet through that monster’s skull.” 


Ejiro had seen Momo during the war. She’d taken out villains from a kilometer away with the same 
sniper rifle she’d just created. Floating upside down on the ceiling of a massive cavern, aiming at a 
tiny target on the ground below, surrounded by thousands upon thousands of howling monsters? 
She couldn’t possibly miss. 


Momo dialed in the rifle’s scope, and from the way she bared her teeth in a snarl, Ejiro knew that 
she had the man who had killed Izuku dead to rights. Her finger twitched on the trigger, but she 
didn’t pull it. Not yet. 


Ochako looked at Ejiro. He clenched his fists, gritting his teeth as fingers hardened and sharpened 
into claws. His brain screamed at him to say yes, to take revenge in the swiftest and most brutal 
way, to send Izuku’s killer with him. 


Part of him wondered if this was really right. Something in him, some buried corner of his mind, 
said that it wasn’t manly, that more death would solve nothing. He couldn’t find it in him to care. 
Izuku had been the most sympathetic to mutants out of all the heroes Ejiro knew. He’d fallen in 
love with one. And now he was dead at their hands. And if they had a leader strong enough to beat 
Izuku in all his glory... 


Ejiro would never allow the rise of another Shigaraki. He would never fight another war, let alone 
in his own fucking city. And right now, as he watched an army cheer the man who had killed 
Ejiro’s best friend, all he could see was the man who Izuku had had to kill to save them all, 
laughing as he leveled cities full of people. 


Ejiro nodded. “Do it,” he whispered. 

Momo raised the rifle. 

A gloved hand landed on the barrel, forcing it down, and Momo looked up in surprise. 
“Don’t even fucking think about it,” Bloodhound snapped, her voice stern and cold. 


Ejiro stared at her, rage bubbling up in his chest. ““What the hell are you doing?” he snapped. “This 
is our chance!” 


Bloodhound turned her head, and Ejiro found himself staring into cold, empty green goggles that 
gave absolutely nothing away. He couldn’t tell what Bloodhound was thinking at all, whether she 
shared his rage and horror and fear and grief or if she felt nothing at all. 


“Your chance for what?” she asked stiffly. 


Ejiro stared at her as if she was insane. “For revenge!” he roared. “To stop the monster who just 


killed the strongest hero in Japan!” 
Bloodhound held Ejiro’s gaze with that empty mask for an eternity. Then, she shook her head. 
“No, kid,” she told him. “Stand down. That’s an order.” 


Ejiro clenched his fists tighter. “Why?” he demanded. “Momo can make that shot, easy. And we’re 
a thousand feet up, they can’t possibly reach us-” 


“T see at least twenty people down there with wings, Red Riot,” Bloodhound interrupted. “And 
we’ re floating here without half the maneuverability one flyer would have, let alone that many. 
You take that shot, and they’Il tear us to pieces.” 


“Let them try,” Ochako snarled. “We’1Il show them what top heroes are capable of.” 


Bloodhound snorted, somehow amused despite it all-or maybe just disgusted. “They know what a 
top hero is capable of, remember?” she said, jerking her thumb at the Chasm. “And they can beat 
it. You want to take the chance that the fucker who just beat Af/as is an outlier among his people? 
Because I can tell you the truth right now-he’s not.” 


Ejiro felt something cold run down his spine at the tone of Bloodhound’s voice. At first, he’d been 
enraged, thinking that she was indifferent to Atlas’s death, that she didn’t feel the same pain he, 
Ochako, and Momo felt so powerfully. But as she spoke, he realized something. She didn’t feel the 
same sort of pain-because she’d felt it too many times before. There was a dullness to her voice, an 
ache that spoke to the exhaustion of feeling a familiar agony all over again. 


Ejiro had thought that he knew death. He knew nothing compared to Bloodhound, who had been 
fighting these mutants for decades longer than Ejiro had even been alive. Her pain was old, her 
grief creaking with the weight of untold loss. She was being cold because she had to be, or else all 
that pain would break through the dam and she’d be worse than useless. 


Momo made a scoffing sound. “I find that hard to believe,” she said, hiding her own grief behind 
the rifle still sighted on the bird-headed man below. “Surely none of them have any sort of formal 
training.” 


Bloodhound scoffed in turn. “Training,” she snorted. “Only abovegrounders need training like you 
think of it, Creati. You need it because you’re not used to fighting to kill, to using your quirk to its 
absolute /imit because the alternative is death.” 


Momo narrowed her eyes. “I’ve been doing exactly that since I was fifteen, Bloodhound,” she said 
darkly. “We all have.” 


Ochako nodded, and Ejiro followed a moment later, though he still found himself struggling to 
maintain his anger. Why? Why was his earth-shattering rage draining away as quickly as it had 
come? It wasn’t gone, exactly, just...deeper, less immediate, less overwhelming. It could wait. 


Was this what Bloodhound felt like? 


“And they’ ve been doing it since they were born, you idiots!” Bloodhound snapped, the calm 
facade she’d worn finally breaking, just a bit, revealing an endless expanse of fury behind it. 
“Every single mutant down there has been using their quirk, has been fighting for their life, every 
second of their life! They didn’t have a choice! Not when the world doesn’t give a fuck about them, 
not when everything and everyone is out to get them!” 


As abruptly as she’d begun, Bloodhound fell silent again, visibly breathing hard. Once she’d 


recovered, she finished, “That down there is an army of the strongest, most seasoned, most 
experienced killers this country has seen in more than a hundred years. Any one of them is a match 
for an aboveground hero, and there are thousands of them down there. So put the fucking gun 
down, Creati, before we all end up like Atlas and his girlfriend.” 


Momo held Bloodhound’s gaze for a long, frozen moment. Her finger tightened on the trigger... 
then slackened. Slowly, she lowered the rifle. 


There were a few moments of terrible, hateful silence. Then, Bloodhound broke it with a low, 
bitter, half-hysterical chuckle. 


“What the hell is wrong with you?” Ejiro demanded. 


Bloodhound didn’t answer. She simply chuckled again, seemingly on the verge of breaking out 
into mad laughter. At last, she took a deep breath, and once more fixed Ejiro with that green-eyed 
mask. 


“For forty fucking years, I’ve tried to stop this,” she answered. “I knew that if the mutants ever 
united, if the gangs were ever forced to stop eating their own, if a charismatic leader made them 
into an army...it would come to this. They’re just too powerful, too angry, too righteous. They 
can’t possibly be contained down here. My life’s work was keeping them divided, keeping them 
fractured. And now, every fear I ever had is coming true.” 


“Then let us stop it!” Ejiro said angrily. “Let Momo take out that leader!” 


Bloodhound shook her head. “It’s too late for that,” she said. “It wouldn’t change anything. There’s 
only one option for us to take.” 


“And what’s that?” Ochako asked, seemingly calmer than she had been. “Running away?” 


Bloodhound turned to meet her eyes, then. ““What else are we going to accomplish here?” she 
snapped. “This was a recon mission, remember? Well, we’ ve learned more than we could have 
hoped to. That’ ll be meaningless if we don’t return to the surface now.” 


Ochako seemed ready to argue, but before she could open her mouth, Ejiro nodded. He took a deep 
breath...and let reason take over again. He couldn’t do anything for Izuku-not right now. He had to 
trust the little kernel in his gut, the tiny part of him that refused to believe the anger and grief as 
they howled in his blood, the part he didn’t know how to put into words. 


“What do we do when we get back, then?” he asked. 


Bloodhound sighed. Though he couldn’t see her face, Ejiro thought he knew what look she had in 
her eyes-the look of a woman who had seen conflict after conflict tear at her city, accepting that her 
purpose was to be the herald of a new one. 


“We send word to the Hero Commission, the government, and every hero who will listen,” she 
replied softly. “And we tell them that it's time for war.” 


With Ibara by his side, keeping him from collapsing from sheer exhaustion and the toll of fighting 
two legends back-to-back, Fumikage slowly led the Outcasts back home. He left Kamakiri and a 
decent-sized force behind to secure the Chasm, and prevent any betrayal from the Ten Kings- 
though after their public submission, he doubted he had much to fear on that front. The Kings were 
evil, soulless bastards, but even they had their honor-and they kept their word. 


The mood as they traveled back was far different from the mournful, almost funeral-like 
atmosphere that had hung over the Outcasts earlier that day. Now, they were overjoyed, dancing 
and cheering the whole way back to Homeland. As they passed other settlements, the people 
watched them cautiously-until members of the Outcasts called out the good news. The elation, the 
cheering, spread like a wildfire after that, rippling out in every direction. 


Word traveled fast, down here. Fumikage gave it a day, at most, until every man, woman, and child 
in the Depths found out what had happened at the Chasm. 


Atlas was dead. The man who had been a terror and a scourge, had hunted them like animals, had 
been the boot on the throat of every mutant and the city, was gone. 


Fumikage wondered if any of the legends that would spawn from today would mention the pink- 
skinned, golden-eyed woman who had stood up for Atlas when nobody else would, had put herself 
between the hero and his justice for love. 


He doubted it. 


Fumikage lost track of the number of people who came up to him to congratulate him, to hug him, 
or to stare at him, the man who had freed them all. But he did notice one absence from their ranks. 


Mezou. Even as Kuroiro nearly smiled and Ibara looked at him like he was the God she’d once 
believed in, Fumikage never saw his brother, the first man who’d ever believed in his crazy dream 
of a better world. He and Tsu were somewhere in the crowd, he knew that. 


They’d watched him throw Mina to her death. He knew that too. 


Perhaps it was just as well that they hadn’t appeared. Fumikage didn’t think he’d be able to face 
them just then. Maybe he’d never be able to again. 


As they neared Homeland, Fumikage hissed, making Ibara look at him with worry. Fumikage 
waved her off, then looked down at his hands, which were seething with shadow that refused to 
fade, pulsing in waves as it fought against his orders for it to vanish. 


There was a dark chuckle in the back of Fumikage’s head. Dark Shadow. 


“How typical of you,” he said, making Fumikage tense. Dark Shadow rarely actually spoke to 
him, nowadays. He tended to restrict himself to communicating emotions and such, rather than risk 
Fumikage’s irritation. “Use me to fight your battles for you, then throw me away once you no 
longer have use for me.” 


Fumikage grit his teeth. “They’re your battles, too, Dark Shadow,” he told his quirk. “And how 
could I possibly throw you away. You’re a part of me.” 


Once more, Dark Shadow chuckled. “Don’t forget it, Fumi,” he replied. As Fumikage once more 
growled at the use of the nickname, his quirk added, “‘Say...you gave me a lot of freedom, 
towards the end of your fight with Atlas.” 


“How else was I supposed to win?” Fumikage shot back. He was telling the truth; he had barely 
won that fight, even with Dark Shadow let further off his leash than he’d ever dared before. He’d 
had to reach into uncharted territory with his quirk, trading off more control for power than he’d 
wanted, and his body was still a mess of agony and damage from every single one of Atlas’s blows. 


Dark Shadow snorted. ‘You wouldn’t have,” he agreed. “‘But I’m just saying...I liked it.” 


A chill went down Fumikage’s spine. “We have a deal, Dark Shadow,” he said, knowing that there 
was no point trying to hide his fear. Dark Shadow would sense it either way. 


“Of course we do,” Dark Shadow replied, making Fumi sigh a little with relief. “I wonder, 
though...which one of us killed Mina, do you think? We both had enough control to do it, you 
know.” 


Fumikage froze. He fought down the bile in his throat. He...he couldn’t answer that. He didn’t 
know. 


Damn Dark Shadow. He’d liked Mina, all those years ago. But he’d...changed, since then. 
Changed a lot. He was crueler now, less playful, more hateful. 


It was all the damn darkness. Fumikage had spent too long in the Depths, too long marinating in 
the utter pitch-black of the stones that had never seen one drop of daylight. Even the lights of 
Homeland, as bright as any in the Depths, were no longer enough to stop him. The green sun Atlas 
had become wasn’t enough. They were drops in the bucket compared to the ocean he’d been 
soaking in since he was born. What good was light when it was like dropping a match into a 
bottomless sea? 


Finally, they reached Homeland, stepping into the city, only to find themselves surrounded by what 
felt like every mutant in the whole place. They were cheering, chanting Fumikage’s name. The 
whole cavern seemed to be ringing with joy. 


For a moment, Fumikage just...let himself bask in it. Let himself feel like he had won something 
that day, when he knew he’d lost far, far more than he’d gained. He let the cheering crowd of 
people, his people, intoxicate him. 


This was what he’d wanted. This was what he’d promised them all. A brighter future. One where 
they weren’t terrified of heroes coming in the night to drag away their family and friends. Where 
they could live somewhere that wasn’t this dark, stinking pit underneath one of the 
abovegrounders’ greatest cities. One where they were free. 


A jolt of pain from his ribs shattered the moment, and Fumikage grunted as he clutched at them. 
Instantly, Ibara was at his side, her soft hands clutching his arm. 


“You’re going to the medics, right now,” she told him. She couldn’t stop smiling at him. It was the 
same awed smile she’d worn for so long around him, but...different, somehow. Tempered, maybe, 
by the commanding air she found somewhere inside her whenever she was dealing with a patient. 


Fumikage shook his head. “No,” he replied. “I can receive treatment in my own house.” 


Ibara frowned, and her grip on his arm tightened. “You’re afraid of looking weak in front of them, 
aren’t you?” she asked. 


“Afraid, no,” Fumikage responded. “Just...[’d rather not sour the celebrations.” 


Ibara looked plenty sour herself. She opened her mouth, probably to protest, but Fumikage raised 
his head and gave her a pleading look. 


“Let them have it,” he murmured. “Let them believe better of me.” 


Ibara pursed her lips, but eventually sighed. “Fine,” she muttered. “But you owe me for that one.” 
“T owe you more than I can ever repay,” Fumikage answered, too exhausted for anything but the 
truth. “Thank you, Ibara.” 


Suddenly, Kuroiro was standing by Fumikage’s other side, as if he’d appeared from nowhere- 
which he had. 


“They will likely expect a speech,” he observed. “You have won a great victory today, Dark One.” 


Fumikage resisted the urge to sigh. Much like he’d eventually managed to get Ibara to stop calling 
him “Great Leader,” he’d tried countless times to get Kuroiro to stop calling him such weird shit. 
Sadly, it never worked. He’d come to accept it as just another quirk of Kuroiro’s personality-being 
raised by a cult of darkness-worshiping madmen didn’t exactly produce normal people. 


“T’ll give them a speech,” he replied. “But...later. For now, I need to rest, and they should enjoy 
the victory. We’ll decide our next steps once I’m not about to keel over.” 


Kuroiro and Ibara nodded. With some effort, they managed to part the crowd enough to let them 
through. Fumikage looked back to watch the Outcasts who had come with him mingle into the 
crowd, hugging loved ones and celebrating with comrades. He suspected that the scene would soon 
become an enormous street party. 


A street party that Fumikage suddenly couldn’t see as anything but celebrating Mina’s death. 


Feeling sick to his stomach, Fumikage let Ibara and Kuroiro lead him into his private rooms, in a 
cave set into the wall of the cavern. He settled into the couch, and removed his jacket, allowing 
Ibara to tend to his wounds. For his part, Kuroiro sat on the couch beside them, as though 
unwilling to leave them, but unsure how close he would be allowed. 


“What a motley collection we are,” Fumikage thought darkly. He had the same knack for 
collecting damaged, brilliant people now that he’d had as a child, when he’d found his first family 
in alleys and caves amidst the endless struggle for survival. 


That thought led to Mina again, and Fumikage forced it away savagely. He didn’t dare look back. 
If he did, the grief and the self-loathing of what he’d become would destroy him. 


Ibara spoke as she wrapped his bruised, broken ribs in a tight bandage. “You,” she snapped, “Are 
the stupidest, most self-sacrificing idiot I ve ever met. Fighting Atlas? Alone? What were you 
thinking ?” 


Fumikage snorted a little, then immediately regretted it as the motion made Ibara smack him for 
moving. Ironic, how she looked at him with such admiration every other time, but treated him like 
the fool he was the moment he became her patient. 


“Tt was necessary,” he said quietly as Ibara continued dressing his wounds. 
“That doesn’t make it okay,” Ibara snapped. “You could have died, Fumikage!” 
“And instead, he won a victory that will make the whole Depths follow him,” Kuroiro replied. 


Fumikage didn’t speak. Mina’s golden eyes tore into him every time he thought of the fight, 
accusing, angry, betrayed. Righteous, even as she fell into the abyss. 


Ibara sighed. “Be that as it may,” she retorted, “He’s still an idiot.” 
Kuroiro raised an eyebrow. “You should not speak of him that way,” he said acidly. 


Ibara crossed her arms. “Don’t give me that shit,” she told him. “I know you think he’s an idiot, 
too.” 


Kuroiro looked at Fumikage, then back at Ibara. 
“Yes,” he admitted at last. “He is an idiot.” 


The look of victory on Ibara’s face made Fumikage laugh. He clutched his ribs as they ached, but 
amused chuckles still leaked from his lips as Ibara’s face shifted into a deadly glare. 


“So help me God, if you break more ribs from laughing, I'll kill you myself,” she threatened. 
Fumikage just chuckled again at that-at least until the few precious moments of freedom from 
Mina’s eyes expired, and he fell silent again. 


After that, neither [bara nor Kuroiro said a word for a while. They simply sat there, Ibara resting 
her head on one of Fumikage’s shoulders, and Kuroiro putting his hand on his other shoulder. For 
the first time in years, Fumikage didn’t feel quite so alone. 


“So,” Ibara began eventually. “You’ve beaten Chojuro Kon, the Ten Kings, and Atlas himself. 
Now what?” 


Fumikage closed his eyes, and sighed. “I...don’t know,” he admitted. “We...have some planning 
to do, I suppose.” 


Kuroiro looked thoughtful. “We should strike now,” he said. “While the abovegrounders are 
confused and in shock over the death of Atlas. We could overrun the whole Underground before 
they got any sort of response together.” 


Fumikage nodded in acknowledgement of the point. “We could,” he agreed. “But what we need to 
decide...is if that’s what we want to do, I suppose. And besides...” 


With a grunt of effort, Fumikage hauled himself to his feet. He walked across the room, to a low 
table with all manner of papers strewn across it. Maps, letters, lists...plans. 


He braced himself on the table, hunching over it as his body screamed in protest at the movement. 


Without turning, Fumikage said, “Something like this will have...fallout. A lot of it, and most of it 
will be things we can’t predict or prepare for. I’d...like to see just what shape that fallout takes, 
before I commit to any decision.” 


There was noise outside the closed door. The guards who had stationed themselves seemed to be 
shouting. Fumikage felt something in his chest tighten. 


Footsteps came next. Heavy, loud footsteps, as if made by a true giant. They were running. 


Another shout, this one angrier, more violent. Ibara and Kuroiro leaped to their feet, staring at each 
other in shock and confusion. 


Fumikage closed his eyes as the door was kicked open. 


The limp, unconscious body of one of the guards landed hard on the threshold of the door. Mezou 
Shoji stepped over it, filling the frame with his bulk. His eyes were filled with bloody rage, the 
kind that couldn’t be stopped, couldn’t be tamed. 


“FUMIKAGE! ” he roared. 


He charged, killing intent plain in his eyes. Kuroiro and Ibara stepped into his path, Kuroiro 
already raising his long knife, Ibara’s hair shredding out of her ponytail and splaying into an army 


of thick, barbed vines. 


It was never going to be anywhere close to enough to stop Mezou. In the blink of an eye, he was on 
Kuroiro. He grabbed the smaller man by the wrist and dragged him down into his rising knee. 
Kuroiro’s head whipped back with a gasp, blood erupting from a broken nose as Mezou hurled him 
into the ground hard enough to make the room shake. 


Before Kuroiro had even hit the ground, Mezou was rushing past him, eyes locked on Fumikage. 
He barely even acknowledged Ibara, just like he’d ignored Kuroiro. He simply backhanded her 
across the face so hard that she went flying into the wall with a crack. She collapsed to the ground, 
unmoving and bleeding, just like Kuroiro. 


Fumikage had just managed to turn around to face the door when Mezou’s enormous hand snapped 
shut around his throat like a vise. Mezou’s momentum carried them backwards through the paper- 
covered table and into the wall, crushing the air from Fumikage’s lungs as he dangled uselessly in 
the air, body twisting uselessly beneath him as Mezou crushed his throat. 


Mezou leaned in close, bloody-minded rage filling his eyes. 
“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you right now for what you just did, Fumi,” he growled. 
Fumikage gasped for air, though he knew it was useless. Mezou had him dead to rights. 


When Fumikage didn’t respond, Mezou growled again, rearing back to slam him into the wall 
again. Fumikage felt his ribs shriek all over again as he fought back panic, trying desperately to 
think of something to say. 


There was nothing. There was nothing he could say. In all honesty... Mezou had every right to kill 
him. 


Perhaps he’d even thank him for it. 


“Tm waiting, Fumi,” Mezou spat, jagged, terrifying teeth bared. ““What do you have to say for 
yourself? You just killed Mina, you lying, two-faced monster!” 


Fumikage blinked back tears-though whether they were from grief or lack of air, he had no idea. 
“T...know,” he gasped out. 


Mezou blinked, and Fumikage realized that he was crying, too. “You...you killed her, Fumi,” he 
sobbed, grip tightening as Fumikage continued desperately fighting for air. 


Fumikage closed his eyes. Dark Shadow thrashed in his chains, demanding to be let out, 
demanding to be allowed to tear Mezou apart. Fumikage crushed his voice with every bit of 
willpower he had. 


“Well, are you gonna say something, brother?” Mezou hissed. “Is there anything you can come up 
with to justify throwing her off of a fucking cliff? Is there some way you can convince me not to 
choke the fucking /ife out of you right here?” 


His fingers tightened. Fumikage blinked back more tears. 
With the last of his air, he whispered, “No.” 


Mezou’s eyes widened. His grip loosened, just a tiny bit. Fumikage greedily gulped down air, 
clearing spots from his vision. Mezou still didn’t release him. 


“There’s nothing,” Fumikage murmured, meeting Mezou’s eyes. “No excuse, no justification. No 
reason not to do it. I... what would I say, Mezou? I know what I did. I know there’s no redemption, 
not for me.” 


“On that, we agree,” a new voice said. Soft, with a croaking quality to it that both Mezou and 
Fumikage knew well. They looked up to see Tsu standing in the doorway. 


She stepped forward, into the shattered, destroyed room. As she passed Kuroiro’s limp form, he 
groaned, eyes slowly opening. Tsu kicked him aside without even looking down, sending him into 
the wall and back into unconsciousness. 


Mezou looked like he wasn’t sure whether to continue being angry or apologize. He asked, “How 
did you find me so quickly?” 


Tsu raised an eyebrow. “You were quiet the whole way back from the Chasm,” she told her 
husband. “I know what you look like when you’re about to explode. When I realized you’d slipped 
away, I knew exactly where you were going.” 


Mezou hung his head. Quietly, he asked, “Are you going to stop me, then?” 


Tsu looked up at Fumi, still dangling helplessly from Mezou’s fist. Her eyes were hard and deadly, 
just like Mezou’s. 


“No,” she answered. 


Mezou stared at her in surprise for a moment, then turned his attention back to Fumikage. He 
tightened his grip once more, and Fumikage gasped. 


“Do you expect that to be enough?” Mezou demanded. “You’re going to say the right thing, and 
that’ ll magically fix the fact that you killed Mina?” 


Fumikage shook his head. “How could it?” he gasped. 


Mezou growled, but didn’t tighten his grip any further. 

With the tiny trickle of air he was still getting, Fumikage said, “I’m...sorry, Mezou. Believe that, if 
you believe nothing else I say. It hurts so much, knowing that...that all she saw of me in six years 
was that.” 


“And yet, you still did it,” Mezou spat. 
Fumikage nodded. “I did,” he whispered. 


Before Mezou could respond, Tsu stepped up beside her husband. “What happened before that?” 
she asked Fumikage. “When you were talking to her?” 


Fumikage closed her eyes, forcing himself to remember the agonizingly brief conversation with 
Mina. “She...she refused to let me kill Atlas,” he replied. “She...said she loved him.” 


Mezou’s eyes went wide, and his grip slackened completely. He stepped back out of sheer shock 
and disbelief, letting Fumikage fall to the ground, where he gasped desperately for air, clutching 
his throat. 


“Impossible,” Mezou whispered. ““That-that’s impossible. She can’t-” 


“That’s what she said, Mezou,” Fumikage whispered. “And...and I know that she meant it. She 


. 


wouldn’t have stepped in between me and him if she didn’t...if she wasn’t willing to die for him.’ 
Mezou shook his head. “You’re lying,” he snapped. “You have to be lying. Mina wouldn’t-” 


“He’s not lying, Mezou,” Tsu said quietly, making both men whip their heads towards her. Tsu 
looked grief-stricken and guilty as she confirmed, “Mina loves... loved Atlas.” 


Mezou and Fumikage both looked at her with shock in their eyes. “How do you know?” Mezou 
demanded. 


Tsu closed her eyes, as if preparing for something. Then, she admitted, “Because she told me so.” 
Once again, Mezou staggered. Fumikage was still kneeling on the ground, staring at Tsu. 
“When?” Mezou asked. 


“The day Fumi found us again,” Tsu replied. “Before I came to rescue you, I was talking to Mina. 
She’d...come to me for advice.” 


“What did you tell her?” Fumi asked, fearing he already knew the answer. 
Tsu sighed. “I told her to go for it,” she said. “And...from the look of it, she did.” 


Mezou looked at her with horror. “He’s a hero!” he said, packing as much venom into the word 
“hero” as any resident of the Depths. 


Tsu met his gaze levelly. “And I don’t give a fuck,” she answered in a voice like steel. “I didn’t 
fucking care then, and I don’t fucking care now. You know that this war, this crusade you’re on, 
has never been and will never be my crusade. Mina found someone she thought she could love, 
even after everything she’s been through, all the pain, all the loss, all the things she did to herself to 
try and protect herself. I saw a chance for her to be really, truly happy, and I told her to seize it with 
both hands. I will not apologize for that. Ever.” 


Mezou looked like his heart was being ripped out. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he whispered. 


Tsu crossed her arms, though she still looked guilty. “I should’ ve,” she admitted. “But...I knew 
how you’d react. Like this. And...I was afraid of that. I was trying to figure out how to break the 
news to you in a way that wouldn’t make you go try to kill the Number One Hero...but I guess it’s 
too late for that.” 


Tsu gestured at Fumikage, and Mezou followed the gesture to glare once more at him. It was a 
weaker glare now, though. 


“Why, Fumi?” Mezou whispered, hands clenched into fists. “Why did you do it?” 


Fumi closed his eyes. Anger and hurt and grief and loathing built up in him, mingling into a toxic, 
deadly stew. And yet...when he opened his mouth, he could only muster hollow, broken, empty 
sadness. 


“What else could I have done?” he asked. “Once she made her choice, once she betrayed us all for 
a hero she barely knew...what else was there?” 


Mezou hesitated. He understood what the moment had been like for the Outcasts; he’d been there, 
after all, standing among them. He knew that Fumikage couldn’t have, wouldn’t have, backed 
down and let Atlas live once he’d had him beaten. There were too many years of resentment built 


up, too many parents and children and siblings and friends hauled off to aboveground prisons for 
the crimes of existing and trying to survive in a place so hostile to human life. 


“You could have pushed her aside,” Mezou whispered. “Killed Atlas, and brought her back with 
us. Let us explain everything.” 


Fumikage wanted to laugh, but it came out as a tired scoff. “Mina would have torn my throat out 
the second my back was turned. She never would’ ve let it happen; you know how stubborn she 
is...she was. God himself couldn’t have moved her once she was standing there,” he replied. “And 
even if she didn’t...she betrayed us all publicly, Mezou. In front of the Outcasts, the Ten Kings... 
everyone. She chose Aflas over all of us. She would’ve been killed the second I turned my back, 
and there’s not a damn thing I could’ve done about it.” 


Tsu glared at him. “So it’s okay that you killed her?” she asked icily. “Because someone would’ ve 
done it anyway?” 


Fumikage shook his head. “Of course not,” he scoffed. “I killed her. Not them. Me. I don’t get to 
escape any of that guilt, any of the blame. It’s on my head, and my head alone.” 


A hollow, broken silence fell over the three of them. For a moment, Fumikage wondered if he 
should tell them the horrible truth-that he genuinely didn’t know if he’d truly been the one to throw 
Mina into the Chasm. Dark Shadow had had more than enough latitude to influence him into doing 
it, to fill him with murderous rage until he couldn’t have stoppped himself no matter how hard he 
fought. But in the end, that didn’t matter. It was still Fumikage’s fault. He was still the one who’d 
done it. So he kept his mouth shut. 


Mezou roared with fury, whirling on his feet and slamming an enormous fist into the wall. The 
whole room shook as a cracked crater appeared in the smooth stone-a crater that widened as Mezou 
hit the same spot again, and then again. 


After half a dozen punches, Mezou whirled again, rounding on Fumikage and marching up to him. 
Fumikage flinched as Mezou grabbed him-but it was by the shirt this time, rather than the neck. 


Mezou hauled Fumikage upright, slamming him against the wall hard enough to make his broken 
ribs shriek all over again. 


“Damn you,” he growled. “Damn all of this.” 


Fumikage met his eyes. “I don’t have an excuse, Mezou,” he whispered. “I have no justification. If 
you decide to kill me...I understand. I...think I deserve it.” 


Mezou blinked, but his rage-filled eyes refused to change. For a long, frozen moment, Fumikage 
wondered if Mezou’s face was the last one he’d ever see. 


Then, Mezou let go of his shirt. “No,” he said, heavy and harsh. “No, that’s the easy way out.” 
Fumikage looked at him, confused. ““What?” he asked. 


Mezou fixed Fumikage with the most furious gaze he’d ever seen. “You don’t get off that easily,” 
he spat. “You don’t get to die and leave the job you sacrificed Mina’s life for unfinished, you hear 
me?” 


Fumikage blinked. Mezou jabbed a finger into his chest, and hissed, “Here’s your punishment. 
You’re going to live, you piece of shit. You’re going to fucking make it count, if you really believe 
all this shit is more important than Mina was. And if you win...then /’// decide if her life was 


worth burning down the world that put us all in this fucking situation where you didn’t think you 
had a choice-and she didn’t, either. You hear me?” 


Fumikage nodded, staring at Mezou with a shocked expression on his face. 


Mezou turned, meeting Tsu’s eyes as he did. “I can’t be around either of you right now,” he 
growled, though with an undercurrent of softness. “I just...need to think.” 


Tsu nodded, and didn’t move as Mezou stormed from the room, as tempestuous and abrupt as he’d 
entered it. After a few moments, she sighed, hanging her head. With one last regretful look at 
Fumikage, she, too, disappeared out the door, leaving Fumikage standing alone in the wreckage of 
his own decisions. 


A while later-Fumikage had no idea how long it had been-Ibara finally stirred from 
unconsciousness. Groaning as she hauled herself to her feet, she took in the destruction with a 
shocked face. Then, she asked Fumikage, “What...what happened?” 


Fumikage turned to look at her. His tears had already dried, and there was only raw determination 
on his face. 


“The fallout,” he whispered like a man not sure how he was still alive. 


Izuku groaned as he came back to his senses. He was amazed to find he wasn’t dead...or at least, 
he didn’t think he was dead. Presumably, the great hereafter wouldn’t start with everything hurting 
so much. 


And oh, did he hurt. The wounds left by Fumikage’s claws stung, the dull throb of broken bones 
ached like an old enemy. 


The stone felt...odd under his skin. Rippled, maybe, almost like it had moved in response to his 
landing, and was now frozen again. Why was that? 


Some corner of his mind was vaguely aware of the heat radiating from the stone itself, like a warm 
caress. How deep down was he? 


Izuku’s mind came to a screeching halt a moment later, when he realized that he didn’t know 
where Mina was. 


The realization that he couldn’t hear her, couldn’t see her, couldn’tfee/ her, made Izuku scrabble 
onto his hands and knees, desperately searching. He found nothing, and his body screamed in 
agonized protest with each motion. 


“M-Mina?” he whispered, the words disappearing into the dark. There was no light, nothing; it 
was the purest, deepest black he had ever seen. It was beyond description, beyond imagining; it 
was the abyss, the absence of light, the truest dark Izuku had ever seen. 


Mina wasn’t here. Her...her body wasn’t either, though. And yet, Izuku had known Fumikage’s 

intent the moment he’d grabbed Mina by the throat. She’d been thrown down here, just like he’d 
been. She was somewhere else in this...wherever they’d ended up. The bottom of the Chasm. A 

place so deep, nobody had ever returned from it. 


Izuku felt tears welling up in his eyes, but not from the physical pain of his injuries. He’d seen his 
death approaching, seen it in Fumikage’s eyes. And then...and then Mina had stepped in front of 
him, told him to stop. She’d stood up to the man who’d saved her, who’d been like a brother to her, 


all to save Izuku. And it had so nearly worked. 


Instead, she might have died for him. Fumikage had hesitated...but he hadn’t stopped. In the end, 
he’d thrown them both over the edge, into that endless abyss. And Izuku hadn’t been able to keep 
Mina safe. 


Izuku slammed a fist against the ground, tears dripping from his eyes. He wanted to sob, but each 
deep breath hurt; his ribs were a mess. Instead, what came out was a series of choking gasps, pitiful 
and useless. Like him. 


He’d failed her. He’d broken his promise. Once again, they were separated. Once again, he hadn’t 
been there for her when she fell. 


“T-I’m so sorry, Mina,” he gasped. “I...I failed. I let you get hurt again.” 


There was no response. That hurt more than anything Izuku could have ever told himself; once 
again, he was alone. Once again, there was nobody who cared. It was like being quirkless all over 
again. 


Izuku didn’t know how long he spent, crawling down there at the bottom of the world. It could 
have been seconds, it could have been days. Time was meaningless in that empty void; he could 
barely move, not when every action sent agony shooting through him. 


And then something moved in the dark. 


Izuku stared, barely reacting, as a lantern flickered into view, a tiny swinging ball of warm golden 
light. It barely illuminated anything, down this deep, but to Izuku, it was a sunrise. He reached for 
it, then hesitated. He didn’t know who the lantern belonged to-or who was making the footsteps 
that he could hear echoing in the empty space, coming towards him. 


A moment later, Izuku’s hesitation cost him his chance to strike first. Instead, the light finally came 
close enough to cast its glow over him, revealing him to the one holding it, who turned out to be- 


A man. A very old man with no visible mutations, his body warped and rickety under the weight of 
untold decades. For all the years that wrinkled his skin, though, the man bore his age with 
surprising grace; there was some underlying strength to his frame, some vitality that not even time 
could snuff out completely. He was bald, his expression set into an eternal grimace, shadows 
flickering in his eyes from the dim lamp he held in one hand. He was surprisingly solid in the way 
he walked across the stone; in a place of shadows and nightmares, he walked without a care in the 
world, as if the very rock itself trembled just a little each time he made contact with it. 


“So, you’re the one making all that noise,” he murmured softly. “I could sense your impact from a 
mile off.” 


Barely able to even think about how weird that sentence was. Izuku found his voice. “Please, help 
me,” he croaked. “I need to find someone.” 


The old man chuckled. “Kid, I hate to break it to you, but you’re in no shape to find anyone,” he 
told Izuku. 


Izuku shook his head. “I’m...fine,” he muttered. To prove it, he heaved himself upwards, forcing 
all his strength into the simple act of hauling himself to his unsteady, aching feet. The world 
swayed under him, but Izuku grit his teeth and staggered upright, slowly and painfully. At long last, 
he managed to stand, leaning on the cavern wall for support. 


“See?” Izuku said, managing a bloody smile. “I’m-” 


The old man raised an eyebrow. Without warning, Izuku felt something s/am into his back. Not 
hard enough to do real damage-but then, it didn’t need to. It sent Izuku stumbling forward, off- 
balance all over again. He collapsed back to the ground, groaning painfully. 


The old man shook his head. He seemed amused. “Fine, my ass,” he said. “Kid, you look like hell. 
What the hell did you do, jump down the Chasm?” 


“Didn’t jump...” Izuku muttered. “Got...thrown.” 


Painfully, and mostly out of spite, Izuku hauled himself upright all over again. The old man 
watched him skeptically, but didn’t say a word. He also didn’t do... whatever he’d done a second 
ago to knock Izuku down. Assuming he’d done it in the first place. 


What the hell had that been, anyway? 


Slowly, Izuku turned to look behind him, only to end up even more confused than he already was. 
A spire of rock had seemingly grown out of nowhere, shooting out in the perfect spot to knock him 
down. How had that... 


Izuku turned around to stare at the old man. “Who are you?” he asked. “What are you doing down 
here? How did you find me?” 


The old man rolled his eyes. “So many questions,” he grunted, still not moving. He seemed to be 
sizing Izuku up. 


At long last, the old man sighed. “Fine,” he grumbled. “Guess it’s hard to kick old habits. Come 
with me, kid.” 


Izuku hesitated. “You...didn’t answer my question,” he said. 
The old man looked him in the eye. “Why do you care?” he asked. 


Izuku refused to flinch under that steely gaze. “Because...because someone has to,” he said, 
cautiously, uncertainly. 


Something shifted in the old man’s eyes, becoming harder, more guarded. Angrier. “You’re a 
hero,” he said. It wasn’t a question. 


Izuku nodded. Maybe that was stupid-he was still in the Depths, after all-but he couldn’t lie, not 
now. Besides, he was fairly sure this old man wasn’t going to murder him on sight. 


The old man sighed. “Of course you are,” he muttered. “We’re always sticking our noses where 
they don’t belong, aren’t we?” 


Izuku froze. After a long, aching pause, he asked, “We?” 
Impossible. What was a hero doing down here? 


The old man snorted. “What?” he asked. “Don’t they still tell stories about me, up there above the 
ground? They were all too happy to do that, last time I checked.” 


Izuku couldn’t breathe. The old man turned, the light spilling from his lantern revealing a sheer 
wall of black, featureless rock. There was no way out, nothing to show how he’d gotten into this 
place. The man reached out with one hand, stroking the stone for a long, frozen moment. 


It responded to his touch, shifting like clay, splitting apart to reveal a long, low tunnel. 


Izuku knew that quirk. It had been in his old notebooks-the early ones, where he’d copied entries 
from encyclopedias of famous heroes of the past. 


The old man turned to face Izuku again. “Well? You coming or not?” he asked. “You need to get 
those wounds treated, and my patience ain’t gonna last forever.” 


Izuku just stared, his exhausted, pain-addled brain finally pushed beyond rationality. “I- 
Impossible,” he whispered, heart thudding in his chest. “Y-you’re dead.” 


The old man raised an eyebrow. “That’s the story,” he agreed. “I’m afraid stories are usually nicer 
than reality, though.” 


Izuku was shaking, and not from the pain. “You’re Craton,” he said in a voice so far beyond 
disbelief it was childlike, timid and afraid. “But...how? How?” 


In response, the dead god smiled. Izuku could feel the man’s presence wash over him-solid and 
steady, utterly certain, with a quirk that had shaped the very world in ways so deep and intimate, 
nobody would ever know how deep they ran. His own words washed over him, making it feel ten 
times more real. Now that he’d spoken the truth, it battered at him, breaking things loose, 
shattering old ideas. 


This was impossible. The stories...the stories. 


A million questions bubbled up in Izuku’s chest, but he forced them down. He wanted to laugh 
hysterically; he forced that down, too. 


A sudden, terrifying thought entered his brain. If Craton had survived this long...had his enemy? 
“W-wait,” he gasped. “Is...did you win? Or, or is Faultline still...” 


Craton raised a hand, and Izuku fell silent. The man who had carved the Underground looked him 
in the eye. “There’s a lot of things you don’t know, kid,” he told Izuku. “And you’ ll never learn 
any of them dying in this shitty hole in the ground. Now, are you coming, or not?” 


Izuku swallowed heavily, and nodded. “I’m coming,” he replied, voice shaky and disbelieving. 
Craton nodded, and turned to head into the tunnel. Izuku followed slowly, walking in the footsteps 
of a legend-a legend who should have been dead for eighty years. 

Even as she languished somewhere between sleep and wakefulness, Mina could hear the sound. 


It was a strange sound, one she couldn’t quite place. It sounded a bit like sandpaper, and a bit like 
the patter of raindrops on the windows of Izuku’s apartment, a noise that had left her jumpy and 
nervous the first time she’d heard it. It was an endless rustling, a sort of dry, hollow scraping. 


In the end, the sound was probably why she woke up. She did so slowly and painfully, groaning as 
her body ached. 


A moment later, her eyes snapped open the rest of the way, her whole body tensing as things 
flooded back into her memory. 


The cheering armies. Fumikage, somehow alive again. Izuku losing. Standing between him and the 
first person she’d ever trusted. 


Falling into the Chasm. 


The sob that escaped her lips was involuntary. She looked around wildly, desperately hoping to see 
Izuku, alive and well and whole. 


There was nothing. Nothing at all. She was huddled against the wall of the strangest cavern she’d 
ever seen. It wasn’t the right shape. Most caverns either had the squared-off corners of an 
artificially carved space, or the jagged, eroded corners and crevices of a naturally occurring cave. 
This one was perfectly rounded, and the walls were rough to the touch, long lines running 
horizontally along the whole length of the room-for it was a room, albeit empty-as if something 
had scraped and rubbed them into shape, carving them with thousands upon thousands of tiny 
chisels. 


Mina rose to her feet, looking around frantically. How the fuck was she alive, anyway? She’d 
fallen into the fucking Chasm, for fuck’s sake! How was she not even hurt? 


Well, physically. Every second she thought about Fumi, or about the fact that Izuku wasn’t here 
with her, she felt herself shattering into smaller and smaller pieces. 


She forced herself to stop thinking about it, retreating into the mindset that had preserved her for 
six hopeless, agonizing years. Survival first. Think about your pathetic, monstrous life and your 
inability to save anyone you loved...at some point. Later. Maybe later. Ideally never. 


Mina vaguely remembered a rough-but-soft sensation, almost like landing in arms made of 
sandpaper, just before she’d stopped feeling anything, bracing for the end. Had...something caught 
her, somehow? She couldn’t think of any other way she could have survived falling into the 
Chasm. 


The sound was back, louder now. It was almost like a waterfall, except Mina was pretty sure that 
waterfalls didn’t get /ouder as you stayed in one place, not moving at all. 


“Hello?” she called out, nervously. Acid formed in her palms. Just in case. 


There was no light in the room; Mina could barely see her hand in front of her face. But when 
something moved on the other side of the room, she caught just enough of it to yelp in fear. 


The sound got louder and louder. Whatever it was moved again; it didn’t look human. It was 
almost a wave motion, really. 


“Oh, stop whimpering,” a voice suddenly called out, making Mina jump. “I’m trying to find the 
damn switch in here.” 


Mina blinked. Who the fuck was that? Their voice sounded...inhuman. Rough, as if whatever was 
speaking didn’t have human vocal cords, but was trying to approximate them. 


Suddenly, there was a flash of light. Mina yelled, squeezing her eyes shut at the sudden brightness. 


“Damn, you are pathetic,” the voice chuckled. “Or maybe you’ re just a bit stressed out after almost 
dying in the armpit of the universe.” 


“Yeah,” Mina hissed, slowly forcing her eyes open, one hand shielding herself from the brightness 
of the lightbulbs strung across the ceiling of the cavern. “How about we go with the second one? 
Also, can we stop with this cryptic shit already? I’m really not in the mood.” 


“Wow, someone’s pissy,” the voice observed. 


“Someone just got thrown down a fucking bottomless pit, asshole,” Mina shot back. Then, more 
softly, she added, “Are...you the one who saved me?” 


The voice snorted. “For certain definitions of “saved,” they replied. 


Well, that was ominous. With a hiss, Mina finally opened her eyes. Time to see who her savior 
was. 


Her jaw dropped. 


The sound she’d been hearing was sand. An unimaginable amount of sand, scraping against the 
stone walls of the tunnel as more and more of it poured out into the room Mina was standing in 
from a hole near the top of the ceiling. 


The sand started whirling in a circle, flowing back to a central point in the middle of the small, 
round room that it had apparently carved from the earth itself. As Mina watched, the sand 
coalesced into a figure. 


A figure that made her gasp in shock, and scramble backwards, her heart skipping a beat as fear 
and disbelief mingled in her brain. 


It was a seven-foot-fall woman of whirling, shrieking sand, her body in eternal motion, like she was 
a sandstorm trapped in the shape of a person. She had feline yellow eyes, and a catlike snarl on her 
face that bared pointed stone fangs. Her burly, oversized arms ended not in hands, but in enormous 
three-fingered talons, all in the yellow-brown of densely packed sand. A presence emanated from 
her that made Mina tremble, knowing that this wasn’t a human, but a legend, something closer to a 
demigod, a myth, a bedtime story to frighten naughty children. 


Mina knew this woman. She’d seen that face before, in a statue of gleaming bronze, surrounded by 
trees that bloomed beneath the ground, on the first level of the Musutafu Underground-only the 
statue proved to be a poor likeness after all. It had utterly failed to capture the inhumanity of the 
creature in front of her. This wasn’t a person, twisted into an odd shape but still recognizably 
human. This was a force of nature. 


Faultline. 


The woman-the demon-looked at her with an expression so inhuman, it could have been anything 
from a disgusted sneer to a reassuring smile. She bared her teeth-which oddly seemed mostly 
human, aside from those gleaming stone fangs. 


“Hello there, little mutant,” she said in a voice like the howling desert wind, her words rasping like 
sandpaper through her throat. “What are you doing down here?” 
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Mina stared in disbelief at the woman who had created the Underground itself, completely lost for 
words. Faultline herself, a legend who’d vanished eighty years before, was just... grinning at her. 


“What’s wrong?” Faultline asked. “Cat got your tongue?” 


Mina responded more by instinct than thought. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she replied. “I’m a bit too busy 
staring at a ghost to speak coherently.” 


Faultline chuckled. The sound was like sand flowing down a dune, a raspy whisper that sent 
shivers down Mina’s spine. 


Her brain still struggled to make sense of it all. How was this possible? Faultline had died eighty 
years ago! She had to be fake, some mad hallucination created by Mina’s brain to cope with the 
emotional agony she was in. 


Except...she wasn’t. Mina could feel the sand whipping around the room, rubbing her skin; she 
could see Faultline grin as she turned away, refocusing her attention on the wall of the perfectly 
smooth room. She reached out with one three-fingered arm, which blurred and swirled into a 
miniature dust devil as it touched the stone. In seconds, the stone itself began changing to sand, 
joining the spinning whirlwind and carving a tunnel as perfectly round as the room itself. 


“T’m going crazy,” Mina whispered. “I have to be.” 


Faultline raised an eyebrow-or rather, the ridge of sand that mimicked one on her beastlike face. 
“Probably,” she agreed. “But I’m no ghost. Now, are you gonna stand there, or are you coming?” 


Mina blinked as the dead god gestured for her to enter the tunnel she was carving. Somehow, she 
was real. She barely looked different from every description Mina had ever seen or heard of her, 
despite the decades-but then, many mutants didn’t age the same way regular people did. Faultline 
didn’t have a human body, and only had a facsimile of a human face made of whirling sand; was it 
any wonder that she didn’t look her hundred-something years? 


This was madness. It was impossible. 


But so was looking down at an army of mutants and seeing the first man she ever trusted at their 
head. So was watching Fumi, returned from the dead, wreathed in shadow and smoke as he fought 
Izuku to the death. 


Mina took a deep breath, and followed Faultline into the tunnel. The legendary villain didn’t even 
spare her a glance. 


“How am I alive, anyway?” Mina wondered aloud. “TI fell into the Chasm, for fuck’s sake!” 
Faultline grunted. “I caught you,” she replied. “You’re lucky I was in the area.” 
Mina blinked. “Why were you there?” she asked. 


“To watch the show, of course,” Faultline replied casually. “It’s not every day you get the chance 
to watch a legend die.” 


That made Mina’s heart shatter all over again. She fought back against the agony desperately, 
trying to distract herself from the pain that still coursed through her. It came in flashes, fragmentary 
memories that nearly brought her to knees each time. 


Seeing Fumi’s face. Falling from the roof of the cavern. The battle between the two men she 
trusted most in the world, so fierce it shook the ground and tore apart the sky. 


Izuku losing. Izuku falling. The look on Fumi’s face when he sent her to follow him. 


Mina almost opened her mouth to rage at Faultline, to lash out at her. Her survival instincts 
overrode her heart at the last second. Faultline hated heroes. She’d killed dozens of them in her 
fights at the dawn of the Underground. She’d killed Craton, it seemed. Who knew what she would 
do to Mina if she learned Mina loved a hero? 


Instead, she said, “Thank you...for saving me.” 


Faultline grunted again. “Don’t mention it,” she replied. When Mina opened her mouth to say 
something else, Faultline turned to glare at her. “Seriously, don’t mention it. I don’t want to hear 
your yammering.” 


Mina closed her mouth sharply. A moment later, though, spurred on by the images still haunting 
her, she asked, “How did you survive so long down here, anyway?” 


Faultline rolled her eyes. “Why do you care so much?” she snapped. 


“Oh, you know,” Mina snarked. “I come across hundred-year-old vanished legends every day. I 
just want to see how you stack up.” 


That got a dry snort out of Faultline. “Are you always this annoying?” she asked. 
“Just when I’m trying not to freak out after almost dying,” Mina shot back. 


“And when I’m trying to avoid thinking about whether Izuku is still alive or not,” she thought 
hollowly. If he was really gone...Mina wasn’t sure if she could keep going. 


Wasn’t that funny? So many years refusing to get close to anyone because she might lose them like 
she lost Fumi...and then the first time she let herself love again, she lost them to Fumi. 


God, her life was such a fucking sick joke. 


Faultline looked at her with something that might have been understanding, on a kinder face. She 
said, “Someone else fell with you, didn’t they?” 


Mina’s head shot up. She nodded wordlessly, desperate for something. Faultline nodded to herself. 


“T sensed them fall right before you did,” she explained, though Mina hadn’t asked for her to. “I 
was heading that way when I saw you fall. I couldn’t get to the other one in time, but they’re 
probably not dead.” 


Mina blinked, not sure whether to be hopeful or crushed by Faultline’s words. “How do you 
know?” she asked. 


“Never mind how I know,” Faultline said brusquely. “But you’re in luck. If they’re alive, they’ Il 
have ended up at the same place we’re going.” 


Mina took a deep breath. Stay calm. Don’t get your hopes up. Don’t believe anything hopeful-that 
way you'll never be disappointed. 


“And where are we going?” she asked. 


Faultline didn’t answer. Mina thought about asking again, but decided against it; she knew better 
than to push someone too far. 


For a while, Mina kept quiet, following Faultline through the tunnel she carved at an easy walking 
pace. She got the feeling Faultline could’ve gone much faster, but was pacing herself so Mina 
could keep up. 


Eventually, though, the pain of living in her own head became too much again. In a quiet, worried 
voice, Mina asked, “If you lived...what happened to Craton?” 


Instantly, Faultline’s head whipped around- just her head. It swiveled a hundred and eighty degrees 
on her neck, facing backwards with such a violent movement it made Mina’s stomach lurch. 


Right. Of course. Body made of sand-no tendons or bones to restrict movement to a normal human 
range. 


Faultline snarled, baring those sharp-looking stone fangs. “Do not say that name,” she hissed, low 
and deadly. 


Mina raised her hands, taking a nervous step back. She nodded. 


Faultline sighed, turning her head back to the front and extending her arm towards the wall once 
again. 


“Come on,” she said. ““We’re nearly there.” 
Faultline ended up being correct. It took them less than ten minutes before the wall of stone and 
sand ahead of them suddenly fell away, revealing a surprisingly large cavern. 


Mina barely noticed it, though. She ignored the bright, warm lights and surprising coziness of the 
place, for one reason. 


Across the cavern, lying in a bed behind a privacy curtain, she saw a flash of familiar green hair. 


She barely even realized she was running at top speed; she forgot everything, from the legend 


standing behind her to the thoughts of Fumi running through her head. 


Mina blitzed through the curtain; her brain barely registered the old man who had just finished 
wrapping bandages around Izuku’s torso. Izuku’s eyes widened in recognition just as a sobbing 
Mina landed on top of him, throwing her arms around him. His own arms slowly, tentatively closed 
around her, tightening as he, too, got swept up with relief that they were both alive. 


“T watched you fall,” Mina whispered when she finally regained the ability to speak. “I thought-” 


“Tt’s okay,” Izuku whispered back, pressing his lips to her temple, kissing any part of her face he 
could reach. “I know. I saw him grab you, and-” 


He couldn’t finish the sentence. How could he? What could he possibly say to explain what had 
gone through his head at that moment, the sheer, heart-stopping terror and the rage and the grief 
and all the rest of it? 


He had failed her, and she had followed him into the abyss rather than letting him go and saving 
herself. There was nothing that could be said to that sort of trust, that sort of love. 


“That was Fumi, Izuku,” Mina said. Izuku nodded, but said nothing more; he simply held her tight, 
letting her shake in his arms as she nearly wept in relief. 


They kissed gently, as though afraid they would be torn apart again. That kiss led to another, and 
another; they were wrapped up in each other, trembling at how close they’d come to losing each 
other forever. 


Eventually, they finally broke apart, and Mina finally noticed the old man with eyes the color of 
slate. His mouth was quirked upwards in an expression somewhere between shock, amusement, 
and sorrow so deep it ached in the bones. 


“Well,” the man said, “Of all the things I’ve discovered today, this was certainly not one I was 
expecting.” 


Mina blinked in confusion, and a little bit of worry. The man clearly wasn’t a mutant-and he’d 
apparently saved Izuku’s life. How would he respond to, well, them? 


“Tzuku,” she asked, “Who is this?” 


Wincing, Izuku shifted beneath her, and Mina got off of him, worried she might have re-injured his 
ribs. 


“Mina,” he said, “This is...look, I swear I’m not making this up, okay?” 
Mina nodded. “T trust you,” she said softly. 
Izuku let out a deep breath. “This is Craton,” he said simply. 


Mina’s head whipped around. “Oh shit,” she breathed. The old man-Craton himself-smirked at her, 
clearly amused by her shock and fear. 


But her fear wasn’t because of him. It was because of the other legend who had led her here. 


A moment later, the curtain rustled again, and Izuku and Mina both tensed up as two long, talon- 
like fingers made of pure sand pulled the fabric aside. Mina braced for an explosion as Faultline 
stepped into the space and laid eyes on her most hated rival, her expression growing deadly. She 


bared her fangs. 


Craton, for some reason, seemed barely perturbed by the sudden appearance of a nearly seven- 
foot-tall woman made entirely of whirling, deadly sand. He did turn to face her, though, staring her 
in the eyes with an intensity that made it easy to believe he’d once been the greatest hero in Japan. 


Mina clenched Izuku’s hand tightly, recognizing the look of sheer shock and terror on his face. 


They were caught in between two of the most powerful underground combatants ever, with 
absolutely no hope of getting out of the way if they decided to continue their decades-long feud 
right then and there. 


Faultline looked past Craton, and her eyes landed on Izuku. They narrowed dangerously. Looking 
back at Craton, she asked, “You rescued a hero?” 


Craton shrugged. “Call it an old habit,” he replied. “I never was good at walking away from things- 
especially dangerous ones.” 


Faultline scoffed. “You’re the same idiot you always were,” she hissed. 
Craton chuckled. “Guilty as charged,” he agreed. 


The tension built and built, like static electricity that got stronger and stronger until the very air was 
crackling. 


Faultline’s snarl sharpened...then gained an odd edge that was more amused than anything. “One 
of these days, [Il figure out why I married you,” she sighed. 


Craton grinned. “Because of my charm and good looks, obviously,” he said. 
“Absolutely not,” Faultline responded. 


Izuku and Mina could only stare in complete, total shock. It was just...too much. Too many 
revelations, too many different ways their worlds had crumbled to dust in a single day. 


Too many legends dying. 
“Tm sorry, but what the fuck?” Mina blurted out. “I thought you two killed each other!” 
Craton snorted. “Since when are stories the truth?” he countered. 


Behind him, Faultline-his wife-nodded in agreement. She added, “Eighty years is a long time to 
build up a lie, child. Especially when you can use it to justify your hate.” 


Mina knew that. But she still couldn’t reconcile it-couldn’t comprehend the fact that she was not 
alone. She wasn’t the first mutant to love a hero-nor the first to succeed. Faultline herself, as close 
to an icon as the Depths really had, had married her greatest enemy-or the man the world had 
thought was her greatest enemy, at least. 


Beside her, Izuku was clearly going through his own crisis. For a man who loved heroes so much, 
coming across one of the greatest of them, still alive after such sacrifice, was...earth-shattering. 
Mina could see it in his eyes. 


Evidently, Craton could, too. The man sighed, “Look, kids. It’s been a hectic couple of hours for 
you, I bet.” 


Mina and Izuku nodded wordlessly. 


“Tell you what,” Craton continued. “You two take some time for yourselves, to...decompress. 
After that, come find us-we’ll be waiting for you. I think we should have a talk.” 


Izuku blinked. “You’d do that for us?” he asked quietly. 
Craton nodded. “I figure you deserve some sort of explanation,” he said lightly. 


Faultline snorted. “Don’t go easy on them,” she snapped. Turning to Izuku and Mina, she added, 
“This isn’t gonna be some happy talk, and we ain’t giving out friendly advice. You two need a 
fucking reality check, and we might be the only two people in the world able to give it.” 


Mina frowned. “What are you talking about?” she asked. 


Faultline’s eyes were like tempests as she answered, “We know what it’s like to be in your 
positions-or am I misreading the fact that you haven’t let go of each other’s hands since I showed 
up?” 


Mina and Izuku glanced down to find that, in fact, Faultline was right. Their fingers were 
interlaced so tightly nothing could have ever pried them apart, their hands trembling a little. 


Faultine bared her teeth in what could charitably be called a grin, though her eyes weren’t unkind. 
“Like I said,” she repeated. “We know a thing or two about what you’re going through. But more 
than that...Atlas, you especially need someone to beat a few lessons into your head.” 


Izuku flinched. He began, “How do you know my-” 


Craton and Faultline exchanged an unamused glance. “Of course we know who you are,” Craton 
said. “The whole Depths knows you’ re dead, now. They’ re celebrating like I've never seen before.” 


Izuku flinched again, drawing into himself a bit at that. Mina gave his hand a squeeze, which he 
returned gratefully. He took a deep breath, then said, “Thank you. We’ll come find you in a bit.” 


Craton and Faultline nodded, and left. The tiny room seemed to finally contain breathable air the 
moment the two legends slipped out of the curtain. The stone all around them rumbled as they used 
their quirks, shaking as they rewrote the Underground as easily as they had all those years ago. 
Then the shuddering faded away, and they were gone. 


Once he was sure they were alone, Izuku turned to Mina, who was hanging her head in exhaustion, 
staring at the ground with sightless eyes. 


He could tell how badly she was hurting. Flashes of her humor had shone through in the 
conversation, and she was good at faking to handle an endless stream of earth-shattering 
revelations about the people who had literally created her home...but it was a facade. Everything 
that had happened that day was tearing at her, wearing her down. 


Grunting with exertion, Izuku hauled himself into an upright position, legs hanging off the side of 
the crude but sturdy bed Craton had put him in to bandage his wounds. Nervously, terrified of the 
consequences if he screwed up, he asked, “Mina...are you okay?” 


Mina looked up at him slowly, as though fighting through a haze just to be able to see him. She 
was silent for a long moment, so long Izuku began to worry that she wouldn’t respond. 


Then, at last, she said, “I...no. No, I’m not.” 


Izuku was quiet, subdued, as though he was scared that she might shatter if he moved wrong. 
Softly, he said, “I...tell me if there’s a way I can help, Mina. I don’t know what to do to make you 
feel better.” 


It was the look in his eyes that finally let Mina escape her shattered, empty-eyed stupor, just a little. 
She turned to him, relishing the slight warmth of his hand on her thigh, and murmured sadly, “I 
don’t think you can help me, Izuku. I wish you could. I wish you could sweep me up in your arms 
and fix me. I’m just...I feel so hollow, love. I...1 should be mad, and angry, I should be yelling, I 
should be feeling something. But I can’t. It’s just...missing.” 


Mina trembled as she spoke, barely able to meet Izuku’s gaze. Her eyes were glassy, dull, drained. 
She was looking past him, as if there was a ghost over his shoulder only she could see. 


He yearned to wrap her up in his arms, but hesitated, remembering her hesitancy just in time to stop 
himself. Nervously, he asked, “Can I hug you?” 


Mina couldn’t help the smile that broke through into her face. God, she loved this man. She was 
crumbling before his eyes, withering like a dying flower under the weight of her own grief, and 
still he remembered her boundaries, holding himself to a standard unimaginable to others. She held 
her arms out, marveling at how she didn’t even need to brace anymore, and quietly murmured, 
“Please. Hold me.” 


When Izuku’s arms encircled her, it was like the softest, warmest blanket Mina could imagine, 
made for her and her alone. She refused to let herself draw inwards, refused to hide or flinch. She 
grabbed at him, drew him closer, working herself into his lap until his arms were around her waist 
and her chin was resting on his shoulder. Only once she was there did she feel safe enough to let 
the tears fall. 


For a timeless eternity, Mina lay there, clinging to the last bit of stability she had left, drawing 
strength out of Izuku’s body like heat, and she let herself cry. She could break here. She could 
shatter and rebuild in those arms. She could be the abandoned child of the Depths, lost and scared 
and losing everyone she’d ever trusted, and not feel vulnerable because she had Izuku, putting 
himself between her and the outside world. 


When there were no more tears left to give, Mina made another decision. Raising her head, she met 
Izuku’s eyes, stealing his breath with the shining look she gave him. It was broken and hurt and 
angry, but when she looked at him, there was only love. 


“There is something you can do,” she told him, quietly, ever so quietly. “It...I don’t know if it'll 
help...but I’d take anything right now.” 


Izuku nodded, somber with the weight of the moment. “Anything,” he agreed, meaning that one 
single word more than he’d ever meant anything in his life. 


Mina sighed, shifting in his lap so that her hands cupped the sides of his head and her pink skin 
was rubbing against Izuku’s. “Tell me you love me,” she whispered, fingers stroking the curls of 
his hair. 


Izuku swallowed heavily, nodding as he did. “You’re the greatest thing that’s ever happened to 
me,” he told her, voice heavy and warm and glowing with a thousand undercurrents he’d never be 
able to put into words. “You and your scars, your gorgeous eyes and your strength and your 
beautiful heart...all of it. You are amazing, Mina, and I love you more than anything.” 


Mina smiled, as if to herself. It was a weak thing, barely changing the empty look in her eyes at all, 
but it was a smile, wet as it was with leftover tears. 


“Now, kiss me,” she ordered, clinging to him like he was the mast of a sinking ship. 


Izuku did just that, pulling her in and pouring everything he had into her lips. Mina shuddered with 
joy, and just for a moment, let herself forget about the dead...and the living. 


It was half an hour before Izuku and Mina finally emerged to talk to the living legends. They found 
themselves in the same cavern from before...only different. 


It had the same lights, the same walls, the same low, smooth roof, but now that they got a better 
look at it, Mina and Izuku found themselves staring. 


It felt homier than any place in the Depths either of them had ever seen-but then, it had apparently 
been occupied for many years, so perhaps that wasn’t surprising. It had sturdy tables and cozy 
armchairs, crudely made but clearly workable. The walls seemed to be fluid, easily raised anywhere 
Craton wanted, and Mina was certain that there was far more to the cavern than they were seeing; 
there were no exits, after all, and both occupants of the cavern were completely unhindered by the 
stone around them. They molded their environment however they wanted, totally free to reshape 
everything on a whim. 


Craton and Faultline were sitting in armchairs in the center of the room-or at least, Craton was 
sitting, a long hand-carved pipe in his mouth; Faultline resembled a pile of sand poured onto the 
seat more than anything, albeit one that never stopped moving and had a face. 


Noticing them, Craton waved them over. Mina and Izuku wordlessly sat down on a loveseat that 
had been pulled up across from the two creators of the Underground. 


Craton gave them a smile, his eyes twinkling like any friendly old man’s...except there was an 
edge to them, a sort of reserved light in their centers that sparkled like sunlight reflected off steel. It 
made it easy for Mina and Izuku to remember who this was; Craton could crush this entire cavern 
with a single thought, could stamp his foot and drown them both in stone without breaking a sweat. 
Those eyes suggested he wouldn’t even feel that bothered about it. Faultline had her own version 
of the look, like a wild storm that nothing could contain, but Craton’s was scarier; it had the 
patience of tectonic plates, the endless grinding power of stone, the calm, easy assurance that, in 
time, everything would be ground down and wiped away. 


“So, then,” Craton said once Izuku and Mina had sat down. “Where should we start?” 


Mina and Izuku exchanged a look, and came to a silent agreement. “How about with an 
explanation of how you’re still alive?” Mina asked dryly. “And also married?” 


Craton chuckled. Looking over at his wife-who had returned to a mostly human form, or as human 
as a seven-foot-tall sandstorm with foot-long claws could ever be-he agreed, “Aye, that makes 
sense. You want to tell the story, or should I?” 


“You do it,” Faultline grunted. “Ill correct you when you fuck it up.” 


Craton snorted. “Fair enough,” he decided. He turned back towards Izuku and Mina, visibly 
gathering his thoughts. Finally, he began, “I figure you two both know the official version of what 
happened to us. “Arch-nemeses,” “fated enemies,” all that nonsense?” 


They both nodded. 


Craton took his pipe from his mouth, letting out a long breath. Whatever he was smoking had a 
strong smell to it-Mina thought it smelled similar to the cigars Mezou had once smoked, before Tsu 
made him quit. 


“Well,” he continued, “that version’s full of shit.” 
“T hadn’t noticed,” Mina snorted. 


Craton nodded, lips twitching upwards into a smile. “Aye,” he agreed. “Anyway, it didn’t start so 
wrong, at least. We met on...was it a bank robbery?” 


Craton’s last sentence was directed at Faultline, who looked up from examining her talons and 
shook her head. “Home invasion,” she corrected, her voice curt and clipped. 


Craton nodded. “Ah, you’re right,” he said. “I happened to respond to a break-in, and it was none 
other than, well, her.” 


“And then I kicked your ass,” Faultline added, a faint grin playing across her inhuman face. 
Craton raised an eyebrow. “I don’t recall that part,” he said acidly. 


“Well, you didn’t remember the other part, either,” Faultline shot back, “So I can say whatever I 
want, and you’ll have to accept that it’s right.” 


Izuku and Mina both snorted at that; Craton looked mildly scandalized before sighing. 


“Fine,” he decided. “‘Not like it matters, because that was far from the last time we ran into each 
other on the job.” 


Mina blinked as a question came to her. Looking at Faultline, she asked, “Hang on, you were just a 
petty thief? I always assumed you were, like, a revolutionary or something.” 


Faultline snorted. “It’s funny,” she said. “History only remembers who you were after the fact-they 
never start at the beginning. I was a thief, yeah. Not much more. But the symbol they turned me 
into-that could be whatever they wanted. It doesn’t help that I was a revolutionary by the end-just 
not by choice.” 


Mina frowned, but said nothing. She listened as Craton continued, “Eventually, I started wondering 
why I kept running into her again and again. So, instead of stopping her theft one day...I decided to 
tail her and see where she went.” 


Faultline snorted again. “You followed me home, you mean,” she retorted. Craton shrugged in 
acknowledgement; the exchange made Mina smile and elbow Izuku in the side, reminding him of 
his own actions in that regard. He blushed red, and nearly missed the next part of the story. 


“She confronted me,” Craton said. “And we...talked.” 
“T kicked his ass,” Faultline corrected. “Again.” 
Craton scowled. “You did not,” he shot back. 


“Did too,” Faultline replied. “I beat you so badly I showed up at your house the next day to make 
sure you were okay.” 


Craton rolled his eyes. “You wanted a rematch after you lost!” he protested. “And can you stop 
interrupting the story?” 


Faultline sighed. “Fine,” she said. “I totally won, though.” 
Craton just sighed. Mina was trying not to laugh. 


“Anyway,” Craton said, “After that, things...changed. We weren’t really trying to beat each other 
anymore. For a couple years, it was just...how things were. She did something, I showed up, and 
we “fought.” Once I knew who she was, and knew that she was stealing to survive...it destroyed 
my desire to actually catch her. Over time, the fights became...something else. To the world, 
though, we still seemed like enemies, especially as we both grew in notoriety.” 


Izuku nodded to himself. Mina, for her part, asked, “So your battle, your whole rivalry, it was fake, 
then?” 


Craton hesitated “I...wouldn’t say that,” he replied. 


“Of course it wasn’t,” Faultline scoffed. “I nearly killed him multiple times while he was flirting 
with me.” 


“You were flirting back!” Craton protested. 


Faultline crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah, by trying to kill you,” she said. If it was a joke, it 
was impossible to tell from her expression. 


Mina blinked, before deciding that she had enough issues without dealing with whatever this was. 
“Okay,” she decided. “So you two had a...complicated relationship, then. Got it.” 


Craton chuckled, but his smile quickly faded. “Love is always complicated,” he replied. 
“Especially when you come from such different places, and just existing together exposes you to 
danger. I...get the feeling you’ve learned those lessons, too.” 


Izuku and Mina exchanged a glance. They didn’t need to speak to agree. 
“Yeah,” Mina confirmed. “We have. We...we manage. I think.” 


Craton took another puff of his pipe, then met Mina’s eyes. “Kid,” he said sadly, “This isn’t the 
kind of thing you manage. Either you face it head-on, or it destroys you.” 


Mina fell silent. Izuku, noticing the brief glance Faultline and Craton exchanged, asked nervously, 
“Ts...that what happened to you?” 


Faultline nodded. “Eventually, we both realized it was untenable,” she said, seemingly more 
willing to speak now. “We were... together at that point, and every day we tried to keep the 
arrangement going, the other heroes got closer to the truth. And the truth would have put both of us 
in immense danger.” 


“What do you mean?” Mina asked. 


Craton sighed. “For the same reasons that you and Atlas haven’t gone public, I would assume,” he 
answered, making both Izuku and Mina wince. “Only...instead of worrying about bad press, we 
were worried about lynch mobs.” 


Silence reigned after that. At last, IZuku managed to regain his thoughts, and asked, “So...what did 
you do?” 


Craton met his eyes. “We planned our grand finale,” he said. “The final battle of Craton and 


Faultline, in all their glory. We pushed ourselves as far as we could, to make it seem like we tore 
each other apart-and created the Underground, largely by accident.” 


“A lucky accident,” Faultline added. “When they realized what we’d made, the greedy bastards up 
top were too busy squabbling over how to exploit it to look for us.” 


Craton snorted in what could have been agreement. “So, there you have it,” he said sarcastically, 
spreading his arms wide. “Your precious heroes were frauds all along, faking their own deaths in a 
desperate, foolish attempt to try and find a place where they could live in peace.” 


Izuku and Mina were quiet for a long time, holding hands and trying to reconcile their childhood 
beliefs with the truths they’d learned. They succeeded-mostly. 


“What have you been doing down here, all these years?” Mina asked. “And how has nobody found 
out about it?” 


“Living the quiet life, mostly,” Craton replied. “Neither of us ever wanted to be legends. I only 
became a hero because I wanted to keep my neighborhood safe. When things spiraled beyond 
that...I knew it was time to leave.” 


Faultline nodded. “And as for how we’ve stayed secret,” she continued, “It’s the isolation, mostly. 
Almost nobody ever comes down here, and the few who do encounter us, we swear to secrecy. On 
that note...1f either of you ever tell someone about us...” 


She didn’t need to make any motion, or speak any threat. The tone of her voice and the look on her 
face were more than enough of a promise. Mina and Izuku both nodded. 


“How often do you run into people?” Izuku asked. 


Craton tapped his chin thoughtfully. “It’s rare,” he admitted. “Before a few days ago, the last time 
was...SIx years ago?” 


He looked to Faultline for confirmation, and she nodded. “The boy,” she said in her sandpaper 
voice. “The one with the shadow monster.” 


Izuku’s eyes went wide. Mina’s blood turned to ice. 
“The what?” she heard herself ask. 


Faultline turned to her. “Ah,” she said, reading their expressions easily. “That’s right. Fumikage 
was the one who tried to kill you two, wasn’t he?” 


Mina had forgotten how to speak. Izuku looked torn, somewhere between horror and anger and 
shock. 


“Y-you know him?” Mina whispered. “He met you?” 


Faultline and Craton shared a silent exchange, in the way that only people who have loved each 
other for decades could. When it ended, Faultline looked back at them and replied, “Yes. We 
brought him down here after his quirk went berserk, attacking anything in its path. We stopped 
him before he could hurt anybody, and brought him here.” 


“Believe it or not, we’re not entirely isolated down here,” Craton said. “We’ve come up into the 
Depths before, if we’ve felt it was needed. We tend to work in the shadows, trying to help a few 
people who really need it. The ones we find down here, we help too, however we can. Tokoyami, 


though...he was different. Once he woke up, he asked for our help again-but not to fight for him or 
let him stay. He asked for us to teach him how to unite the Depths-how to be the sort of man who 
could tear down the world that kept him and his people down.” 


Mina could barely breathe. ““What did you do?” she asked. 


“We helped him,” Craton said. “As best we could. All we had was our own experience and the 
wisdom of eighty years of watching this city be the same shithole, with only the faces and names 
changing-but never the people. Tokoyami, though-he wanted to try something new. And from the 
sound of it, he’s succeeded.” 


Izuku’s fists clenched. The smell of ozone filled the room. 
“He tried to kill us,” he snapped. 


Craton shrugged. All the earlier humor and laughter had vanished from the room-and from his 
eyes. The man sitting before them was every bit as steely and dangerous as his wife was. “That’s 
between you and him,” he said. ““We don’t take sides, kid. We stopped doing that a long time ago. 
All we do is help the people who come to us.” 


Izuku stared at Craton, something between shock and sorrow coloring his features. 
“T...[ don’t get it,” he said, fighting for control of his voice. 
Craton raised an eyebrow. “Don’t get what?” he asked in his rough, heavy voice. 


Izuku stood, his bulk filling the cave even on shaky legs. Mina shot him a worried glance, while 
Faultline barely seemed to care. 


“How could you?” Izuku said in a low, raw tone. “You were a hero. And when he came to you, 
when he said he wanted to tear down everything you fought for, you helped him. Why?” 


Izuku’s words echoed off the stone. Craton didn’t flinch. 
“So that’s it,” he snorted, bemused. “You think I betrayed you.” 
Izuku shook his head. “Not me,” he replied. “The people you swore to protect.” 


Craton’s face was as gray and ominous as a storm cloud. “And why should I only protect the 
people aboveground?” he demanded. “Why should being a hero mean I have more allegiance to 
the people up there than the people down here?” 


Izuku clenched his fists as he nearly shouted, “It’s not about allegiance, it’s-” 


Craton stamped his foot, and the world shook. The whole cavern shuddered and quaked, two 
seconds from collapsing in on itself. Izuku fell silent instantly. 


“Like hell it isn’t,” Craton snapped. “You’re fighting a war up there, kid. It’s the same war I 
fought, that my wife fought, that every single one of us has been fighting since we were born. And 
I’m done taking sides in it. This, here-this is why I left. Why I refused to keep fighting to preserve 
the lie.” 


Izuku’s eyes narrowed. “You ran away from it!” he said. “You were a hero, and you ran away.” 


“No. I didn’t,” Craton said. “I realized that being a hero didn’t mean protecting people-it meant 
killing one group to protect another. And when I met her, I couldn’t lie to myself about what I was 


doing anymore.” 


He pointed at Faultline. Izuku hesitated. Hadn’t he done the same with Mina? Hadn’t he started 
down this same road? 


Still, something in his mind rebelled. He snapped, “What happens if Tokoyami causes chaos 
aboveground, or in the Underground? Isn’t that on you?” 


Faultline and Craton snorted. “The boy won’t do that,” Craton replied. “Chaos isn’t his goal.” 
“T’ve fought men like Tokoyami before,” Izuku snapped. “I know exactly what his goal is.” 


There was a hissing noise, like a waterfall and sandpaper rolled into one. A blur of yellow-brown 
earth whipped towards Izuku, and he found himself standing face-to-face with Faultline herself, her 
fangs bared and a killing gleam in her eyes. 


In that moment, it was clear that she’d not lost a single step. She was still the woman half the 
Underground still feared, despite believing her dead for eighty years. 


“This is your warning, you arrogant, stupid hero,” Faultline hissed. “Sit the fuck down before I 
make what Tokoyami did to you look like playground roughhousing.” 


Izuku knew better than to pick that fight. Reluctantly, he sat down, eyes still blazing. 


Faultline remained where she was, her body a whirling maelstrom of sand. “First things first,” she 
snarled. “You do not know what Tokoyami is. And that’s why he kicked you around like a 
ragdoll.” 


Lightning flickered off Izuku’s body. Mina tried desperately to keep him down with a hand on his 
shoulder, but Faultline barely seemed to notice. She continued, “I saw the fight, Atlas. I know what 
you saw. You saw a man standing in front of an army, and decided you could predict exactly what 
he was, because all you’ ve ever seen are madmen in front of armies. But Tokoyami isn’t Re-Destro 
or All For One. You’ ve never faced a man like him. You’ve never faced someone with that sort of 
rage before. Real, righteous, determined rage.” 


Izuku snorted. “I killed Tomura Shigaraki,” he snapped. “I know what rage looks like.” 


Faultline spat. “Shigaraki was a spoiled child throwing a temper tantrum,” she scoffed. “Tokoyami 
is aman who has watched his people be abused and oppressed by greedy, pathetic vultures all his 
life. He’s more than a man, in fact-he’s a legend, now. You made him one. He beat you publicly, 
in front of the last great leader of the Depths who hadn’t yet bowed to him. You all but put the 
crown on his head, boy. If you’re really the greatest hero in Japan, you should at least be able to 
admit when you’ve fucked up. And you have.” 


Izuku snarled, “If he wanted change so bad, there’s ways to fight for it without using violence!” 


Faultline raised an eyebrow. When Izuku continued to hold her gaze, she laughed in his face. “You 
don’t deserve nonviolence, you arrogant bastard,” she spat. “You think you get to kick people 
again and again, and cry foul when they pick themselves up and clench their fists to teach you a 
lesson? What have you done to earn the belief that your mind will be changed peacefully? You 
think you can stand in front of a thousand calls for justice, say “no, you’re doing it wrong,” and 
keep pretending you’re a good man? Tell me, Atlas: can you do that?” 


Finally, something cracked in Izuku’s eyes. He flinched, and Faultline’s gaze sharpened. She bared 
her teeth again-this time in a smile. 


“So,” she said. “There’s hope for you after all.” 


Izuku met her eyes. ““Why do you care?” he asked. “If you think he’s so much better than me, don’t 
you want him to win?” 


Faultline chuckled. “Don’t get me wrong, I certainly wouldn’t mind it if he kicked the shit out of 
you a second time,” she replied. “But believe it or not, I don’t actually think you’re stupid, and I 
don’t want this to end in more bloodshed when there’s no fucking reason it needs to. I’m trying to 
teach you that the most heroic thing you can do is get out of the damn way and let Tokoyami do 
what he needs to do.” 


Izuku snapped, “I can’t do that.” 
Faultline shrugged. “Then you’ re just like every other hero,” she said. 
That was too much for Mina. “He isn’t like them,” she snapped. “He’s better!” 


Faultline turned to look at her, thoroughly unimpressed. “Other than you,” she asked, “What has he 
done that’s different from any other hero? How has he changed anything about his actions towards 
the people he knows are being discriminated against?” 


Mina opened her mouth...but hesitated. She hated herself for it, but she couldn’t think of anything. 
Beside her, Izuku flinched, his eyes downcast. 


Faultline waited for Mina to look her in the eye again. Her expression was ever-so-slightly softer as 
she said, “Don’t act like you haven’t had these same thoughts, girl. I know you’re not stupid-you’d 
be dead and rotting if you were. You can love him and know that he has failed at the same time.” 


Izuku looked at Mina as she took a deep breath and admitted, “I...have. ve tried to divide Izuku 
from Atlas, tried to reconcile his kindness with the cruelties he does...and I can’t do it.” 


Faultline nodded. “TI tried the same thing, you know,” she said quietly, far more softly than she had 
spoken to Izuku. “I couldn’t do it. Every time I think of the name “Craton,” I think of the fact that 
the man I love ruined the lives of so many people just like me.” 


Mina nodded softly, and didn’t say a word. 


Izuku, more quietly now, said, “How else am I supposed to do this? Even if Tokoyam1i is right...he 
still wants to hurt people. And innocents will get caught in the crossfire. And I don’t know how to 
stop that from happening...without being exactly what you say I am.” 


Faultline studied him for a long, silent moment. 


“You’re being torn apart, boy,” she finally said. “All these things-they’ Il tear you into pieces if you 
let them. What’s eating at you so bad?” 


Izuku looked up. Then, to Mina’s shock, he burst into laughter. 


“What’s eating at me?” Izuku scoffed. “What’s eating at me is that all of you are acting like I don’t 
know what that rage feels like!” 


Faultline rolled her eyes. “You’re ahero, boy,” she said. “You can’t understand-” 


“T was quirkless for the first fifteen years of my fucking life!” Izuku interrupted. “I know exactly 
what being powerless feels like!” 


Mina’s eyes went wide, and even Faultline fell silent. 


In that gap, words spilled out of Izuku’s mouth faster than he could think. “Remember when I told 
you I thought I was quirkless until I was fifteen?” he asked Mina. She nodded, and he continued, 
“T...wasn’t entirely truthful. I was quirkless. When I was fifteen...someone gave me their quirk. A 
hero.” 


Mina just...stared. She didn’t know much about quirks, but that sounded...fantastical. Impossible. 
And yet she knew Izuku was telling the truth. 


A sound made Izuku and Mina look back towards Craton, who had risen from his own chair. 


“Ah,” he said, sounding like a man who had just solved a particularly vexing puzzle. “You’ve got 
En’s quirk.” 


Izuku blinked. That was the name of the sixth holder. “How do you know who he-” he began, only 
for Craton to cut him off with a gesture. 


“T knew him, boy,” Craton said in a low, blunt voice. “Not well, but well enough to know about 
One For All. I should’ ve guessed it-you’ ve got the same look in your eyes he always did.” 


“One For All?” Mina asked. “Is that the name of your quirk?” 


Izuku nodded. “Yeah,” he confirmed. “Pll tell you all about it, when I get the chance. I should’ ve 
told you earlier. ’m...sorry.” 


Mina patted his arm in a forgiving gesture, while Craton nodded in agreement. “Probably for the 
best to save that for another day,” he said. 


Faultline made a strange growling noise in the back of her throat. “Maybe there is hope for you, 
Atlas,” she said, almost begrudgingly. 


Craton put a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “Maybe,” he agreed. 


Faultline sighed. “Ill go find the other one,” she said. “See if he’s willing to help these two head 
back to the surface once you’ re done in here.” 


Craton nodded, and a tilt of his head created a new tunnel, heading down elsewhere in the cavern. 
Faultline slipped out of it in a rush of sand. 


“On that note,” Craton said, “I think we’ve got one last thing to talk about.” 


Craton stepped closer to Izuku and Mina, and Faultline returned to her seat. Craton summoned a 
new chair from the stone floor with practiced ease, and regarded the two of them with a steady, 
easy gaze. It didn’t have the twinkling humor of his earlier expression, but it also lacked angry 
thunderclouds. 


“So,” he began. “Atlas, you’re stuck between a rock and a hard place. Your duty as a hero demands 
that you stop Tokoyami, but you’ re increasingly realizing that doing so isn’t heroic at all.” 


Izuku nodded. “What do I do?’ he asked. 


Craton sighed. “I wish I knew,” he admitted. “I tried to reconcile those very same problems when I 
was a hero, but I could never do it. I...don’t know if it’s possible. I ended up having to make a 
choice-but if there’s a chance to find some middle ground, you have to take it. You don’t have a lot 


of options.” 
“How many do I[ have right now?” Izuku asked. 


Craton held up three fingers. He listed off, “You let him run wild, you pull a better solution out of 
your ass...or you kill him. Because Tokoyami isn’t gonna stop just because you ask him nicely.” 


Izuku and Mina flinched. 
“That’s impossible!” Izuku protested. 


Craton met his gaze evenly. “You’re a hero,” he said. “Your job is to do the impossible-to do it 
every day, without fail, because the alternative is too terrible to imagine.” 


That made Izuku fall silent. 


Briskly, Craton continued, “But this isn’t just about Tokoyami. You’ ve got other choices to make, 
too-about your relationship.” 


He gestured at the two of them, and Mina and Izuku both tensed. 
“What does that mean?” Mina asked. 


Craton’s face was deadly serious as he explained, “You can’t keep sitting on the fence forever-and 
you certainly can’t hide forever. You gotta choose.” 


Izuku frowned. “Didn’t you just talk about not choosing sides?” he asked. 


Craton shook his head. “This isn’t about sides in a war,” he told Izuku. “This...this is about you. 
What are you willing to give up for Mina?” 


Without hesitating, Izuku said, “Anything. Everything.” 


Mina’s eyes went wide. She’d caught the look in Craton’s eyes, and the expression on Izuku’s face. 
She knew what Craton was really asking. “Izuku, no,” she said, grabbing him by the arm. She 
glared at Craton and said, “I would never make him choose.” 


Craton’s eyes were sorrowful and old as he replied, “You're not the one who’d force him to. When 
the world learns about you two-and they will-you will be hated. Hated more than you can imagine, 
more than anyone should ever be hated. And, Atlas, you’ll have to choose: being a hero, or your 
relationship.” 


Izuku hesitated for a long, tense moment. Then, he looked up with burning eyes, and said with a 
ferocity that blew Mina away, “I don’t think that will happen. It won’t happen.” 


Craton shook his head. “I thought the same thing,” he sighed. “But...well. You want to know why I 
left? Why I let the world think Faultline and Craton killed each other down here?” 


Izuku nodded. “Yes,” he admitted. 


Craton looked Izuku in the eye, seeming to bore deep into his soul as he said, “It was because I 
realized what a rotten system I was protecting, and faced with a choice between the woman I loved 
and the society that hated her, I chose her. It was a bitter, desperate choice, but I’ve never regretted 
it. Wished it wasn’t necessary, hated that I had to choose, yes. But I chose. I chose to put the burden 
down. You’ll have to make the choice, too.” 


Once more, Izuku hesitated, teetering on the edge. Once more, the fierce determination that had 
been the reason Mina first fell in love with him won out. “I won’t do it,” Izuku decided. “I won’t 
choose.” 


Craton raised an eyebrow. “Don’t be childish,” he said. 


Izuku looked him in the eye. “What’s childish about it?” he asked. “I’m going to find a better way. 
I’m going to change things.” 


Craton held his gaze, and in that moment, Mina and Izuku saw past the power and the legend and 
the history, and saw the tired old man behind all of it. 


“If you managed that, kid, you’d be a better hero-and a better man-than I ever was,” Craton told 
him, the faintest ghost of a smile on his lips. “I hope like hell you find a way. If anyone can do it, 
it's the one with En's old power. That fucker was more stubborn than a bull moose.” 


With that, he rose to his feet again, and strode towards the wall of the room. 


“Take a few hours and get some rest,” he suggested. “It’s been a long day, and the city will survive 
a few hours without you. The tunnels down this deep are too tangled and mazelike to navigate 
alone-you’ll need a guide for that. Luckily, I know someone who can help.” 


“Who?” Mina asked. 


In response, there was a knock on the same part of the wall Faultline had vanished through earlier. 
Craton smiled and snapped his fingers. 


The man who stepped through made Mina and Izuku’s eyes widen with recognition. He was 
enormous, with a rounded body, his skin a sleek black-and-white pattern. His teeth were sharp, his 
eyes were red, and he had a scarred dorsal fin on his back. 


“Well, well, well,’ Kugo said, a mix of surprise and idle amusement on his face. “How did you 
two end up in this shithole?” 


Chapter End Notes 


A note about En: this fic was originally planned and the early chapters written before 
the manga revealed names and quirks for most of the OFA users. In fact, I haven't 
actually read the manga beyond the arcs that will be adapted in Season 6, so I don't 
really know anything beyond what people with poor spoiler discipline have let slip, so 
that's why I have the guy's name, but am not using his quirk or any of the other OFA 
quirks. 

I'm very curious to hear what people think of Craton and Faultline now that we've 
gotten more of them! 

Next time, Izuku and Mina finally get out of the doldrums, and we see how Fumikage 
is doing now that he's in control of the entire Depths. 

See you then! 
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A meeting to decide the fate of the Depths occurs. 
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See the end of the chapter for more notes 


What the hell was it about cliffs that made them such ideal brooding places, anyway? 


By Mezou’s count, this was the fourth or fifth time he’d ended up on one of the ledges above 
Homeland, lost in thought as the impossible city glistened below. Again and again, he came here, 
searching for answers, trying to sort out his feelings, trying to understand the yawning cracks 
opening up in his soul. 


In hindsight, it was only a matter of time until he wasn’t alone there anymore. 


Tsu didn’t say anything as she came up beside Mezou; he barely even acknowledged her presence 
as he stared out over the city, feet dangling uselessly off the edge of the cliff. 


She sat down beside him, and folded her hand over his. Almost without thinking, he clutched it, 
though he still refused to even look at her. 


They sat there in silence for what felt like eternity, tension ebbing away-though never quite 
leaving. Despite it all, despite the open wounds festering between them, despite the ghosts of dead 
and lost friends hovering over their shoulders, they were as they always were-each others’ rocks, 
their safe harbors, their one real thing in a world of shadows and smoke. 


At last, Mezou spoke, his voice a deep rumble as always, but still so achingly soft as he whispered, 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” 


Tsu looked down at the city below them, still ablaze with lights that twinkled in the pitch black 
abyss. 


“Because I was scared,” she admitted quietly. “You’ve always been so protective of Mina. I always 
saw it as a good thing, but when it came to her loving a hero, I...” 


She trailed off, shaking her head. Visibly gathering herself, she continued, “I wanted to give us 
time. Time to let her be happy, to let me figure out how to tell you, to let things settle down before I 
dropped something else you’d feel responsible for in your lap. I should have told you. I’m sorry.” 


Mezou looked at her with wide eyes, almost fearful. “You were scared of me?” he asked, pained 
even by the thought. 


Tsu shook her head, something approaching a scoff escaping her lips. “Of you? Never,” she 
replied-she had known him too long for that, seen him in every imaginable state, been witness to 
the most private moments of his heart too many times to ever believe he could even think of 
hurting her. And yet... “For you? Always.” 


Mezou sighed. He knew that well enough-he saw it every time he came home bearing new scars, 
new wounds, clothes soaked in blood and lips sealed tightly. Tsu had never been able to stop 
worrying for him; that, more than anything, was a sign of how much she loved him. 


“Tt’s okay,” he said softly. “I forgive you.” 


Tsu looked up, seemingly more than a little surprised. “You do?” she asked. 

Mezou nodded. “You weren’t wrong about how I would have reacted,” he admitted. “And...?’m 
not stupid. I know my flaws as well as you do-and being so protective of Mina is definitely one of 
them.” 


Tsu didn’t have the heart to correct Mezou’s tense when he referred to Mina. The raw spike of 
agony that filled her heart at the mistake stole her ability to speak for a moment, anyway. 


“T just wish I could have told you, instead of...what happened,” she said. 
Mezou hung his head. “You and me both,” he agreed. 


After that, they both just sort of...fell quiet. They basked in quiet mourning, feeling the weight of a 
lost friend-a presence that whispered at their shoulder, fresh and raw. 


Finally, the silence broke. 


“What are we gonna do?” Mezou asked, sounding so lost that Tsu had put her arms around his 
massive shoulders before she even realized what she was doing. 


“T don’t know,” she replied; the admission hurt, but it was a necessary hurt, the kind you winced 
through but never flinched from. “But sitting here feeling sorry for ourselves isn’t an option.” 


Mezou nodded slowly. “We have to pick a side,” he agreed. “We can’t forgive Fumi-but he’s still 
right, and he’s still the only one who gives a damn about changing things. We can’t possibly sit 
this out. But...” 


Tsu had known Mezou since they were ten years old. She knew him better than anyone else alive- 
once she might have hesitated to say that, put Mina and Fumi before her...but, well, Mina was 
gone. And Fumi was...bad, and getting worse. Every day that passed, he seemed to lose himself 
more, piece by piece. 


Tsu was scared of what might be left when there was nothing of Fumi remaining. 
It was easy for her to finish Mezou’s thought. 


“Either way, we lose something,” she said. “Either way, we betray someone. Damned if we do, 


damned if we don’t.” 
Mezou snorted. “Story of our fucking lives,” he grunted. “God, I hate this world sometimes.” 


Tsu raised an eyebrow. “No, you don’t,” she said mildly. “A man who hated the world wouldn’t 
do the things you do.” 


Mezou glared at her halfheartedly, before his head sank back into his hands. “Sometimes, I think 
it’s unfair that you apparently know me better than / do,” he grumbled. 


“Someone has to,” Tsu teased. “You can’t just grumble and growl your way through life.” 
Mezou’s expression wasn’t quite a smile, but it was the closest he could have produced, under the 
circumstances. It faded quickly, but the memory lingered, and that was enough to lighten Tsu’s 
heart, just a bit. 


“Whatever we do,” he told her. “We do it together. No matter what.” 
Tsu nodded. “Always,” she whispered. 


Mezou sighed, and squeezed her hand tighter. In a whisper of his own, he said, “For Mina.” 


In Homeland itself, the fervor of the last two days had not weakened. If anything, it had intensified, 
people openly celebrating in the streets, welcoming a steady stream of newcomers-for once the 
Depths had learned that Atlas had fallen, thousands had flocked to join the man who had brought 
him down. 


As for that man...he hadn’t shown himself much since his victory, but that was understandable. 
There were plans to be made, after all. 


Fumikage sighed deeply as he stepped into the war room, trying to clear his head. He failed. 


There were perhaps a dozen people inside the large room, sitting around an equally large and 
imposing table covered in maps. Ibara was there, her face as unguarded as it ever got; she made no 
secret of her white-faced apprehension. Kuroiro and Kamakiri, by contrast, had their usual poker 
faces on as they sat on either side of the only unoccupied seat at the table. As for the other seats... 


They were filled by some of the hardest, strongest, cleverest, most dangerous mutants to ever walk 
the Depths. Former warlords, mostly; while Fumikage had wiped out most of the autocratic, iron- 
fisted tyrants who’d ruled whatever scraps of the lower tunnels they could claim over the years, a 
few had been moved by his message-or just his strength. They had joined his cause, instead of 
being annihilated. The half-dozen of them in this room were seasoned killers all; worse, they were 
the smart ones. That was why Fumikage had happily included them in his inner circle-and also 
why he was more wary of them than perhaps anyone else. 


Most of the other seats were filled with highly respected citizens of Homeland or those chosen by 
various groups who had sworn allegiance to Fumikage to represent them. All of them except for 
one, of course-the seat filled with the massive, blue-furred bulk of Chojuro Kon. 


Even as the others rose respectfully from their seats-an honor Fumikage had never demanded nor 
even asked for, not that that ever stopped them-Kon went a step further, standing to his full, 
enormous height and crossing the room to greet Fumikage, not with extended claws, but with an 
outstretched hand. 


“Well, well,” he said in a rumbling but-surprisingly-genuinely kind voice. “If it isn’t the man of 


the hour.” 


Fumikage pretended he hadn’t noticed Kamakiri tense in his seat as he returned Kon’s handshake, 
not even flinching under the sort of crushing force that would have annihilated a weaker man’s 
bones with ease. 


“Chimera,” he said evenly. “I assume you got my message, then.” 


Kon nodded, an amused look on his face. “Course I did,” he snorted. “Can’t say I understand why 
you want a man who nearly killed you in your highest council, but I know better than to argue with 
it.” 


Kon’s words made Fumikage remember that fight. Flame and shadow, gleeful laughter, the hushed 
murmur of armies- 


Blinding green light. Crackling thunder. Golden eyes, begging and pleading. His heart-his soul- 
tearing itself apart. 


Fumikage shoved the thoughts away with as much force as he could muster. Now was not the time 
to show weakness-not in front of the most dangerous mutants in the entire Depths. 


Aside from him, of course. 


Fumikage smiled bitterly. ““That’s the reason I won, you know,” he told Kon. “Because you didn’t 
understand. Because you don’t understand why I fought you.” 


Kon didn’t demand an explanation, though his eyebrow crept up into a bemused expression. 
Instead, he said, “I think I was wrong about you, you know.” 


Fumikage blinked. “Excuse me?” he replied. 


Kon raised a hand, gesturing back out the now-closed door-towards the clean, bright city beneath 
the earth that lay beyond. 


“During our duel, I called you a destroyer,” Kon explained. “Like Shigaraki, or Stain. But that was 
before I saw Homeland. This place-it’s something special, boy. You-you’re like me. You’re a 
builder.” 


Fumikage did not appreciate that comparison in the slightest, even if the look in Kon’s eye-not 
quite the worshipful awe he’d had back after Atlas’s fall, but something closer to genuine, hard- 
earned respect-made him feel slightly better about how loyal Kon would truly prove to be. He 
remarked acidly, “We’re nothing alike. I don’t build on a foundation of the blood of my own 
people.” 


The expression on Kon’s face reminded Fumikage of how Dark Shadow got sometimes-endlessly 
patient, amused in some distant, cold way, like a parent reacting to a child’s ludicrous, nonsensical 
declaration. He held his silence for a long moment-long enough for Fumikage to think of Mina, 
and realize that, on top of everything else he was, he was a hypocrite. 


“Sure you don’t,” Kon chuckled, deep in his chest. 


Fumikage scowled, and brushed past Kon, making his way to his own seat. He settled into place at 
the head of the table, in the largest and most ornate chair. It wasn’t quite a throne-but that was only 
because he had rejected every attempt to give him one. Even the polished wood of the chair he sat 
in-a rarity in the Depths, which had no trees and few ways to import anything as luxurious and 


useless as fine wood-was a compromise between him and those who seemed determined to put him 
on the highest pedestal possible. 


Then again, Fumikage’s refusal to sit above his commanders hadn’t stopped the Outcasts from 
nearly worshiping him; if anything, it made it worse. They whispered of his humility, of his 
commitment to the belief that everyone was equal, that no man should stand above another-and by 
doing so, raised him above themselves anyway. 


Everything he did became myth. Every attempt to be seen as human, as fallible, only enhanced his 
legend. People took whatever he did as gospel, as something greater. Their expectations grew and 
grew, their loyalty growing alongside it. 


Sooner or later, it would crush him. 


His commanders sat down around him, waiting expectantly. For a moment, Fumikage wanted to 
laugh. Here he was, a twenty-four-year-old street rat with men and women twice his age hanging 
on his every word. Madness. Sheer, absolute madness. 


He forced himself out of his dark thoughts and took a deep breath. 


“My friends,” he said, every word filled with deadly purpose, “This is an unprecedented time for 
our people. For the first time ever, we are united. No more petty squabbles, no more gang warfare, 
no more blood feuds. Finally, we have a chance for real change. We have a chance to force the 
Underground to admit we exist, to demand that they treat us as equals. We have a chance to strike 
back.” 


No one spoke. A dozen of the greatest men and women in the Depths stood stock-still, waiting for 
him to reach his point. To be sure, there were many reactions on their faces-Ibara was 
apprehensive, Kamakiri eager, Kon unreadable and glittering in a way that made Fumikage feel 
like he was being dissected-but nobody seemed to have anything to add. 

Fumikage continued, “I’m sure I don’t need to bring up why we have this opportunity-but still, it’s 
worth acknowledging. As far as we know, Atlas is dead.” 


That, at last, earned a reaction. Kon scoffed, “As far as we know? The bastard fell into the Chasm, 
half-dead and barely conscious. Nobody can come back from that.” 

He was right, of course. But Fumikage hadn’t gotten where he was by simply taking things for 
granted. As far as he was concerned, until he had Atlas’s body in front of him, he couldn’t be sure. 
And if he wasn’t sure, he would never succeed. 


He didn’t respond to Kon beyond a simple nod, before resuming. “With him out of the picture, our 
biggest threat is suddenly gone. Hell, when they find out he’s dead-assuming they don’t already 
know-the abovegrounders are likely to panic. It’s possible we could get them to agree to our 
demands without any fighting.” 


The reactions to that were interesting; they ranged from relieved sighs to cautious nods to 
dissatisfied growls. 


And finally, the rustling of wings as one of the members of the council rose to their feet, groaning 
as they gave an exaggerated stretch. 


“This all sounds great, Boss,” the man said, blood-red feathers shimmering in the candlelight. “Just 
one question, if you don’t mind.” 


Fumikage narrowed his eyes as murmurs slipped around the table. “Keigo,” he acknowledged in an 


even voice, very intentionally avoiding gritting his teeth. “I’m all ears,” 


Keigo Takami, warlord, red-winged mutant, and general thorn in Fumikage’s side, grinned in his 
usual off-kilter way as he asked, “What exactly are our demands, anyway?” 


Fumikage raised an eyebrow. Keigo had been a warlord-but unlike more or less every other tyrant, 
he’d joined the Outcasts willingly. Four years ago, he’d simply...walked up to their gates, asked 
what all the ruckus was about, then...offered to join. The offer had been accepted, after a Jot of 
suspicious conversations. 


The other warlords and former gansters at the table, having only submitted after ferocious battles, 
considered him bizarre and slightly pathetic-an image Fumikage suspected Keigo intentionally 
cultivated. Or maybe he was just weird and more than a little crazy-it wasn’t like he didn’t have 
good company in that regard. 


Needless to say, Fumikage didn’t trust the winged man in the fucking slightest. Most of the 
warlords, even the clever ones, were predictable-they were after personal power, glory, and crude 
pleasures. They were easily kept in line. Keigo, though...Fumikage had no clue what the fuck he 
wanted, or why he’d been so eager to give up his own power. That made him dangerous. 


“That,” he responded, meeting Keigo’s eyes, “Is one of the items we are here to discuss.” 


Keigo raised an eyebrow, crossing his arms as he asked, “So you’re saying... you don’t have 
anything?” 


More murmurs, some thoughtful, others dark. Fumikage wondered again what about Keigo put 
him on edge like this. Something about the smarmy bastard’s grin and the bizarre goggles he wore 
on his head made him itch. 


Or was that Dark Shadow talking? It was getting harder to tell, sometimes. 


Fumikage took a deep breath to collect himself, then forced himself to respond patiently. “Oh, I 
have plenty of ideas,” he said. “No more harassment of any mutant seen in the Underground 
proper, for one, not to mention an end to housing discrimation, surface access, legal protections, 
and so on. I was asking if you had any to contribute yourself. I’d quite like to hear them.” 


Keigo didn’t seem satisfied. “If you’ ve already got your list, why didn’t you give it to us already?” 
he asked. “It’s not like any of us are in a position to disagree with it.” 


Fumikage’s fist tightened at that. “Because,” he growled, “I’m trying to set up something here that 
isn’t just me dominating the conversation because I’m the biggest and strongest killer in the room, 
Keigo. I don’t want to just give you all orders and demand they be carried out.” 


The look of confusion Fumikage got from several of the former warlords were almost enough to 
make him doubt the advice Craton and Faultline had given him, all those years ago, when they told 
him that he would need to end the doctrine of might-makes-right to have any shot of actually 
changing anything in the Depths. Oh, to be sure, he knew it was necessary-that idea had produced 
the Chimera, the warlords, the gangs, and everything else that had made his childhood and the 
lives of so many others a living hell-but he just didn’t know if it was possible. Could these former 
killers ever learn a better way, or was he doomed to fail? 


Well, he’d force them to learn. He’d beat it into them, if necessary. And if using force to make 
people stop using force made him a hypocrite, well...he already was a hypocrite. He couldn’t get 
any worse. 


Keigo’s response was simply to smirk. “Well said, sir,” he said, giving a mocking bow. “Spoken as 
the true idealist and noble leader you are.” 


Fumikage resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Are you done, Keigo?” he asked. “Or do you have 
something of value to add?” 


“Apologies,” the winged man replied. “I won’t question your wisdom again, Great Leader.” 


The obvious exaggeration in Keigo’s voice only increased Fumikage’s suspicion. What the hell 
was he doing? 


Forcing himself to stop worrying about it, he decided, “Let’s continue, then. Leaving aside the 
discussion of how and what we will demand, there is a second issue we must discuss: the question 
of whether or not to go to war.” 


That sent a wave of confused looks and murmurs around the room far larger and louder than any 
before it. 


After a moment’s hesitation, one of the warlords-not Keigo, thankfully, but a woman with 
hardened, calcified protrusions all along her arms and neck-spoke up. “Forgive us, sir,” she said 
awkwardly, “but we were under the impression that...well, that you had already decided that 
yourself.” 


Fumikage hesitated, then sighed. “And you assumed you were being asked to plan and lead our 
assault on the Underground,” he finished dryly. 


Nods all around-even from Kuroiro and Kamakiri, both of whom were looking surprised at 
Fumikage’s words. 


Fumikage shook his head, and rose from his seat. Slowly, deliberately, he began to stalk his way 
around the table, his looming presence making even the bravest men and women shrink into their 
seats. 


“One of these days, [Il manage to get it into your heads that J am not like you,” he growled. “I am 
not a tyrant. I do not rule with fear. I do not make decisions for everyone by myself, because I’m 
not a fucking god. | especially don’t make decisions this important alone-because if we make the 
wrong choice here, we will be destroyed.” 


The warlord who had spoken before looked confused. “Atlas is dead, and the rest of the heroes are 
nothing but arrogant abovegrounders!” she protested. 


Fumikage raised an eyebrow. “Arrogant abovegrounders who have more men and resources than 
we can even imagine,” he growled, low and deep. “And even if only a few of them can compare to 
Atlas, we’re fucked.” 


“You beat Atlas!” she pointed out. 


Fumikage nodded. “I did,” he agreed, preparing to tell a hard truth, one he’d known since the first 
punch Atlas had landed in that fight. “But I beat him because he was cocky, stupid, and 
overconfident. He came in expecting to destroy me effortlessly, like he has to every single person 
who has ever challenged him-and I made sure he didn’t get a chance to recover from making that 
mistake. I did not beat him because he wasn’t as strong as we thought he was-because he was. 
Every inch. Maybe stronger. But that’s not the problem here.” 


Fumikage paused, turning to survey the room. Friends and allies and foes alike waited solemnly, 


waiting like children at an elder’s knee. 
God, he wished he were anywhere else. But he was the only fucking person who could do this. 


“If we move on the Underground,” he said, “we are no longer a minor local problem for the 
Musutafu police to deal with. We become Enemy Number One for the whole fucking country. They 
will bring an army of heroes down on us, and it’!] make the incursions look like fucking street 
parties. Remember what happened to Tomura Shigaraki?” 


To her credit, the warlord was no coward-even faced with an angry Fumikage, darkness swirling 
beneath his long jacket, she simply met his eyes, and said, “He killed thousands of heroes, caused 
chaos across the entire country!” 


“And then he died,” Fumikage snapped, “and his League died with him. Everyone who followed 
him is either dead or in prison now- everyone. And that’s nothing compared to what they’ll do to us 
if we lose. The abovegrounders destroy what they fear. And there is nothing they fear more than 


” 


US. 


The ringing silence that followed was punctured only by Fumikage slamming his hands onto the 
table, leaning forwards over maps and plans. 


“So,” he said heavily. “Give me a reason to take that risk-not just with the Outcasts, but with all of 
Homeland. With every life in the Depths. And it better be a damn good reason.” 


Once more, there was silence, heavy and tense. 
And then, once again, Keigo spoke. 


“That ship has sailed already, Tokoyami,” he said. “You’ve already started that war, remember? 
You killed Atlas. You think the heroes will take that lying down?” 


Fumikage swallowed heavily. “I expect that, faced with the risk of widespread destruction, they 
might be reasoned with,” he replied. 


Keigo snorted. “Don’t be naive,” he snapped. “The stung bull only gets angrier, and as terrible as 
Atlas was, he was not the thing keeping us down. It’s the whole damn structure- all the heroes, all 
their masters. You only pricked them-but did so in the single worst way possible. They’ ll come for 
you, and they’ll never stop coming for you. The man who killed their Symbol cannot be allowed to 
live.” 


Fumikage’s mouth was dry. He tried to think of something-but couldn’t, because Keigo was right, 
and he knew it. Damn him. 


Then, Ibara spoke up. She asked, “Surely you’re exaggerating. Would they condemn so many 
people to die because of that?” 


Keigo raised an eyebrow, wings rustling as he raised an arm to point at Fumikage. “If someone 
killed him,” he asked mildly, “What would we be doing right now?” 


Ibara went pale. Beside her, Kamakiri’s eyes darkened even further. They didn’t need to speak the 
answer aloud-everyone in that room knew. 


A moment later, [bara found her voice again. “So...that’s it, then?” she asked, scathing and sad and 
hollow all at once. “The cycle continues? They hurt us because we hurt them, so we hurt them 
back? We bury more people?” 


Keigo looked at her with an unreadable expression, but he was not the one who spoke. 
Chojuro Kon was. 


“You gotta defend yourself, kid,” he rumbled. “It doesn’t matter who started it, at the end of the 
day. All that matters now is that there’s a bunch of fuckers who want us all dead, and we don’t 
want to die. Empathy can only take you so far before it becomes hesitation-and that’s what gets 
you killed.” 


Fumikage nodded grimly as Ibara fell silent. “Chimera,” he asked. ““What’s your suggestion?” 


Kon raised an eyebrow. “My suggestion?” he repeated dryly. “I don’t think that matters. It’s like 
Keigo said-this war’s already gonna happen. You’re right, we don’t want to fight all of Japan...but 
we don’t get a say in that anymore.” 


Fumikage shook his head. “I know that,” he replied. “I was asking what your suggestion is for how 
we should fight.” 


Kon blinked. Then, slowly, a grin of understanding spread across his features. “Ah,” he realized. 
“Smart of ya. I’m the only one here with experience fighting heroes on that sorta scale, ain’t I?” 


Fumikage nodded. Kon had made his name in the incursion wars, when heroes had tried to burn 
the mutants out of the Depths to make them part of the Underground proper-if anyone was capable 
of preparing them to fight off another assault, it would be him. 


Kon’s massive fingers drummed into the tabletop like hammers for several long, agonizing 
minutes before he spoke again. When he did, it was backed by the sort of steel you could only gain 
from long, painful experience-years and years of blood, hard-won wisdom writ in the scars on his 
skin. 


“Way I see it, we’ve got two options,” he finally decided. “Defensive, and offensive. We could 
wait for the heroes to come to us, set up ambushes and booby-trap every fucking inch of the 
tunnels we know about, and force them to wade through their own blood for every godforsaken 
street and stalactite. But that comes with a hell of a cost.” 


Fumikage grimaced. “What cost?” he asked. 


Kon sighed. “Everything,” he said simply. “That sort of fighting would burn the Depths to the 
ground, and be just as bloody for us as it would be for the heroes. And if they’re determined 
enough, and if there’s enough of them...they could burn down the whole city and still have enough 
left over to declare victory over the rubble.” 


Fumikage closed his eyes, and he was ten years old again, watching his world turn to choking ash 
and suffocating smoke and searing flame, a worthless street rat caught in the crossfire between two 
groups of hated monsters-the gangs and the heroes. He couldn’t do that. Not again. 


“And what’s option two?” he heard himself ask. 


Kon’s steak-knife teeth flashed, just for a second. “We play offense,” he said. “Take advantage of 
the chaos of Atlas’s power vacuum, and strike immediately. Try to overrun the Underground and 
stop them organizing and launching a counterattack. Make ourselves as unappealing a target as 
possible, in the hope that some coward in a suit calls it all off and caves before they realize we’re 
bluffing.” 


Fumikage tensed. “Would that work?” he asked. 


Kon considered for a moment. “I have no goddamn idea,” he admitted, meeting Fumikage’s eyes. 
“But it could. And I don’t think anything else will.” 


Fumikage nodded, taking a look around the room. He was met with steady, resigned expressions. 
Every single person in this room knew what was at stake. They knew it would never survive if the 
heroes came for them in force. They knew that the chips were down, and they only had one chance 
left-to risk everything to live another day. 


Such was life in the Depths. 
“A vote, then,” Fumikage said. “All in favor?” 


Every hand went up. Even Keigo’s, even Ibara’s. Whether that was because they agreed or because 
they knew he agreed, Fumikage didn’t know, but he had no time to worry about it. 


“Alright then,” he said when the hands went down again. “Continue drafting a list of demands that 
we think they’d be willing to agree to. Kuroiro, I have a job for you; talk to me outside, please. But 
before that...” 


His gaze shifted to the red-winged warlord who had practically called him a child in front of the 
whole war council. Darkness crept up his cheeks and covered his eyes. 


“Keigo,” he said perfectly evenly. “We need to talk.” 
Less than a minute later, Keigo (shockingly unintimidated, considering the circumstances) was 
standing next to Fumikage, well above the city on a ledge outside the war council room. 


Fumikage took a deep breath. Privately wondering if he was wasting his time, he growled, 
“Explain yourself, Keigo.” 


The man raised an eyebrow and stretched his wings lazily, the feathers rustling as he moved. 
Innocently, he asked, “What do you mean, boss?” 


“You challenged me,” Fumikage said curtly. “In front of half of the most feared men and women in 
the Underground, including the Chimera himself. You all but called me a little boy.” 


Keigo shrugged. It was a little less playful now. “You are,” he replied absentmindedly. “I was one 
of the youngest in that room outside of your little posse, and I’m nearly a decade older than you.” 


Fumikage snorted. “If age meant a damn thing, then I wouldn’t have personally beaten every 
single one of those bastards half to death,” he shot back. 


Keigo’s grin sharpened. It wasn’t really a smile at all, anymore. It was something more sinister, 
more grim. 


“Spoken like a boy,” he said, a misleading softness to his voice. “I’m not talking about strength- 
you ’ve got that in spades. But wisdom? That, you haven’t learned yet.” 


Fumikage clenched his fist. Glancing down at it, he realized it wasn’t a fist-it was claws. Dark 
Shadow crept down his arm, turning fingers into razor-sharp talons. 


That was happening more and more, now-Shadow seeping through without Fumikage 
commanding it. He tried to pretend it didn’t terrify the shit out of him. 


“You call it wisdom; I call it the bitterness of old, greedy fools,” he hissed. “I want no part of 


that.” 


Keigo lowered his gaze, wings folding in as he looked Fumikage right in the eye. Fumikage met 
the stare easily. For all that Keigo continually put him on edge, for all the danger that lurked under 
the strange, slightly foppish man’s facade, he didn’t scare Fumikage. 


This wasn’t a meeting of equals-far from it. 


“There’s some truth to that,” Keigo admitted with a sigh, before his expression hardened again. 
“But at the same time...tell me, Boss. What’s your dream of what happens, after?” 


Fumikage blinked. “After?” he repeated questioningly. 


“After we win,” Keigo elaborated. “After the fighting’s over-if it comes to that, of course. When 
your goals are achieved, when the laws and prejudices that trap us down here are gone. What does 
that world look like to you?” 


Fumikage...hesitated. He struggled to find the words to meet that question. All the ones he could 
think of felt...inadequate. Incomplete, somehow. 


He turned to look out at Homeland. A place he’d built. A refuge-but what happened to a refuge 
when the danger passed? 


“T...don’t think I’m arrogant enough to presume that my vision of the future is the one we should 
follow,” he said cautiously. 


Keigo scoffed. “Pardon my French, Boss...but that’s horseshit,” he said. 
Fumikage’s gaze narrowed. “Excuse me?” he asked. 


If Keigo seemed nervous about the dangerous edge Fumikage’s voice was taking on, he didn’t 
show it. He met Fumikage’s gaze, and said, “A man who’s done the things you’ ve done has to be 
arrogant. You have to believe that you know the solutions to the problems we face, to think that 
you can lead us there. You have to be arrogant to believe that you can face down the Chimera and 
win-to believe that you can take on fucking Atlas himself. You're arrogant, Boss-and you fucking 
should be. You’re about the only man I’ve ever met who I actually think can change this rotten 
fucking world. So, answer the question-what’s your perfect world, if we win?” 


Fumikage went tense as Keigo’s words sank in. Instead of engaging with them, though, he decided 
to take the escape route Keigo had offered him. 


With a sigh, he said, “If I had to say...a world where we’re recognized as equals. Not as lessers, or 
freaks, or...even as special. I want mutant quirks to be treated the same as everyone else.” 


Keigo nodded, though he still wasn’t satisfied. “What about the Depths?” he asked. “Should we 
stay separate? Leave for greener pastures? Let non-mutants live here?” 


Fumikage frowned. “I...guess I want Homeland to be a refuge for anyone who needs it,” he mused. 
“Mutant or not...quirked or not. That would be nice. A place where the lines we draw don’t matter- 
a place where we’re people, not monsters or kings...or even heroes.” 


Keigo nodded, murmuring in understanding. “I see,” he said. 


Then, he tore Fumikage’s heart out. 


“Tf that’s really what you want,” he asked, “Then why’d you kill that pink girl who tried to save 
Atlas? What did you say her name was, again? Mina?” 


Fumikage whirled to face Keigo, darkness sweeping over his torso and arms in a single motion. 


“Your service means I have given you a lot of leeway, Keigo,” he hissed, his voice ice cold as he 
utterly erased all distance between them. “But say her name one more time, and I will tear you 
limb from limb.” 


Keigo smiled, sharp and playful in the way that a cat toying with a mouse might smile. “Ah, is that 
a part of your dream?” he asked. “Being able to silence anyone who says something you don’t like? 
That doesn’t sound very free to me.” 


Fumikage snarled-but didn’t speak. Every word out of Keigo’s mouth was like a dagger-because he 
was right, damn him. 


Keigo’s grin didn’t falter as Fumikage took a deep breath, shadows fading ever so slightly from his 
body. “Like I was saying...Mina was willing to die for Atlas,” he continued. “And he for her. That 
sure seems like the kind of thing that’d fit perfectly in this dream-world of yours, eh? A mutant and 
the world’s greatest hero, that madly in love? As equals?” 


Fumikage’s talon-fists clenched tighter. “Get to the point,” he growled ominously. “Quickly.” 


Keigo nodded; perhaps he was more shaken than he looked. “You're either lying to yourself, or 
you’re lying to me,” he said. “I don’t know which one it is, but my money’s on the first. You 
cannot doubt yourself, going into a war like the one that’s just begun. You called that council for 
advice, yeah?” 


Fumikage nodded slowly. 


Keigo sighed. “Well, I ain’t of much use in planning a war,” he told Fumikage, “But Ican give you 
this advice: figure out what you really want, what your real goal is, and do it fast. If you hesitate, if 
you lash out without a plan of what you’re going to do and why you’re doing it, you’Il doom us 
all.” 


Fumikage took a deep breath. Then another. The shadows slowly retreated. 
“You’re a bold man, Keigo,” he said, voice somewhere between impressed and scathing. 
Keigo chuckled. “I try my best, boss,” he replied. “Try not to get killed, alright?” 


With that, Keigo spread his wings wide, and flung himself into the air, swiftly slipping away to 
coast over Homeland on the still, heavy air-without being dismissed, of course. 


Fumikage watched Keigo retreat into the distance, and let himself sag, tension slowly draining 
away-but not fully, of course. Never fully. He was the tension, it felt like-the eternal feeling of 
being trapped in a too-small space, straining at invisible chains, eternally on the edge of breaking 
free, but never guite managing it. 


Was that how Dark Shadow felt, whenever Fumikage held him back? No wonder he was always so 
angry. 


“You can come out now, Kuroiro,” he said. 


A patch of dark rock a few feet away rippled, and the man Fumikage had met in the ruins of a 


burning town of cultists simply appeared, emerging from the earth fully formed. 


Fumikage hadn’t been sure that Kuroiro had been eavesdropping, but it had seemed a safe bet-and 
the minor look of surprise on his face was more emotion than he almost ever showed. It never hurt 
to seem more knowing than you really were-another lesson from those long-vanished legends he’d 
encountered all those years ago. 


“Dark One,” Kuroiro said, nodding respectfully to Fumikage. 
“What did you think of what Keigo said?” Fumikage asked. 


Kuroiro hesitated for a moment, as if he wasn’t sure he was allowed to speak. A moment later, 
though, he said, “TI think he is a fool, Dark One.” 


Fumikage snorted. “Oh, beyond a doubt, he is,” he agreed. “But we’ re all fools, here. If anything, 
Keigo is less of a fool than most of us.” 


Kuroiro blinked. “He insulted you, Dark One,” he said, as if that was all that was needed to 
condemn Keigo. For Kuroiro, it probably was. 


Fumikage shook his head. “He educated me,” he corrected. “And I needed it.” 
Kuroiro didn’t respond for a long moment. “So I shouldn’t kill him?” he asked. 


Fumikage held his gaze, raising an eyebrow as Kuroiro gave him the kind of flawless poker face 
only someone with skin the color of gleaming midnight oil could make. That was how he knew 
Kuroiro was joking-a deduction borne out by the tiniest twinkle in the man’s eye a moment later. 


Fumikage allowed himself to smile-a small one, yes, but God did he need to smile. He needed 
something that wasn’t the darkness, the loose, hollow brokenness that threatened to overwhelm 
him these days. A distraction from the accusing golden eyes that haunted his every waking 
moment. 


That smile vanished a moment later when he reached into one of his coat pockets, drawing out 
three small packages-envelopes, really. 


“T have something I need you to do, Kuroiro,” he said somberly. 
Kuroiro nodded. “Anything, Dark One,” he said. 


Fumikage handed the packages over to Kuroiro, who accepted them solemnly. He slipped them 
into his pockets, seemingly uninterested in their contents. 


“T want you to take one of those to each of the three major news networks in Musutafu,” Fumikage 
said. “They all contain the same message-tell them to put it on the air, unedited, and without any 
attempt to block it. Threaten them however you see fit-but avoid hurting anyone unless absolutely 
necessary.” 


Kuroiro nodded. “The council was a facade, then?” he asked curiously. “You planned to declare 
war on the Underground regardless of the decision we made.” 


Fumikage shook his head. “This...isn’t a declaration of war,” he responded. He hoped, at least. 
“Tt’s more of an...ultimatum. A final attempt to make it clear just what a war would cost them-and 


” 


us. 


“You think they’ll accept?” Kuroiro asked. 


Fumikage sighed. “I hope to God they do,” he admitted. “I hope that reason wins out over blind 
hate, that they don’t just dismiss us as another League of madmen. But...I know better. Still, I...I 
have to try.” 


At that point, Kuroiro showed more familiarity than Fumikage had ever expected-he put a hand on 
Fumikage’s shoulder. 


“That’s all we can do,” he murmured. “Try.” 


Fumikage looked up at him, and Kuroiro met his eyes. There were words there that couldn’t be 
said, emotions that couldn’t be named. Fumikage understood it perfectly nonetheless. 


He felt as if he were a boulder, teetering precariously on the edge of a cliff. About to pass the point 
of no return. Or perhaps he was already past it, and rolling downhill towards his own destruction, 
his fate already out of his hands. 


“This world will change,” he said, so quietly it was more of an intense whisper. “I'll make it 
change.” 


Kuroiro nodded again. “You pulled me from the darkness and gave me a purpose,” he whispered. 
“You can count on me, Dark One.” 


Fumikage heaved a long-suffering sigh. “One of these days, I'll get you to stop calling me that,” he 
said. 


Kuroiro held his gaze, his face perfectly blank as it always was. At least, until the tiniest twitch of 
his lip broke the facade, suggesting a smile without being one, in a strict sense of the word. That 
was still more expression than Fumikage had ever seen from Kuroiro. 


“Never,” Kuroiro said. 


Fumikage didn’t say anything else. He simply stepped back, and Kuroiro vanished. He didn’t even 
seem to move; he was simply there one moment and gone the next, melding into the stone as easily 
as another man might stroll up a path. 


Fumikage shook his head. Kuroiro’s quirk truly was a marvel-a means of transportation as well as 
combat. Kuroiro didn’t even seem to realize how strong he truly was, especially down here-hadn’t 
realized the power of a man who could be anywhere, become anything, and appear without 
warning whenever he felt like it. 


Then again, did any of them know how powerful they really were? They had strength, yes, but it 
was strength built up from the endless struggle to survive that they faced. They’d never been able 
to stretch their wings, to really test their limits-the world had always limited them, obstructed 
them. 


In the end, it was just another yoke to throw off-the mutants would see just how powerful they 
were, Fumikage swore. Even if he was growing increasingly scared of finding his own limits-or 
discovering that the price for reaching them might destroy him. 


In the end, he spent barely a few minutes alone before he finally turned away. He had others to 


speak to-and apologies to make. 


Fumikage's wandering feet took him back towards the council room, but he found his target before 
he ever reached it. 


Ibara stood outside the door with her hands behind her back, her hair still tightly bound, looking 
out over the city below. Even the soft sound of Fumikage’s feet on the cold stone behind her didn’t 
draw her out of her reverie. The only indication that she’d noticed his presence was a sort of half- 
turn towards him, and a small sound of humming acknowledgement. 


“Fumikage,” she said at last, in a quiet, soft voice. Not weak-never weak-but...tired, perhaps. 
Passionless. 


Fumikage stepped up to stand beside her. For a long moment, he tried to find the words that could 
let him explain, could give him the ability to repair the breach he feared he’d opened in the 
council. 


He had so few friends left. The thought of losing one...nearly broke him. 
“T’m...sorry,” he said at last. 


Ibara turned towards him, a curious look on his face. “For what?” she asked, something in her 
voice suggesting amusement, of all things. 


“For what the council decided,” Fumikage replied. “I know it isn’t what you wanted.” 


Ibara snorted. “I’m not a little girl, Fumikage,” she said. “My feelings aren’t hurt. I was outvoted, 
pure and simple.” 


“Still,” Fumikage replied. “You don’t want more bloodshed. I understand that. I...want you to 
know how much I wish this could go differently.” 


Ibara met his eyes for a long, frozen moment. Softly, she asked, “Do you really believe that?” 
Fumikage blinked. “What do you mean?” he asked eventually. 


Ibara snorted. “Any of it,” she said, waving a hand expansively. “That things could’ ve ever turned 
out differently. That you wanted them to turn out differently. Or...or that J want peace.” 


Fumikage...didn’t know how to answer that. There were too many questions he’d asked himself, 
only to never find an answer. Too many things that scared him too much to truly explore. 


Ibara sighed. Something like a smile played across her face as she turned away from the city, and 
towards him. Her bun bobbed with the movement, tightly bound vines seething as they were 
contained. 


"You're a smart man, Fumikage Tokoyami,” she said. “Perhaps the smartest ve ever known. But 
it seems my feelings still elude you. As much as I argued against it, as much as I pleaded...deep 
down, I want this war." 


Fumikage turned to look at her, really look at her. Ibara met his gaze, and he saw something in her 
eyes that chilled him to the bone. Not because he didn’t recognize it-but because he did. 


It was rage. Righteous, all-consuming, addictive rage. The kind Fumikage felt in his chest, beating 
like a second heart. The kind Kamakiri and Kuroiro had become avatars of, shining from their eyes 
and leaking out with every movement. 


The kind that Atlas had worn in his eyes and in the lightning on his skin when he’d landed like a 
falling star on the empty plain before the Chasm. 


"I'm ready for it, Fumikage,” Ibara whispered. “I've been ready for it since the first day my mother 
walked in with black eyes and bruised skin from one of her goddamned clients. Since the first time 
someone used “whore’s daughter” against me like a weapon. Since the first time I watched a 
fucking teenaged boy bleed out crying for his mother because he got stabbed in a fight over an 
empty goddamned street corner, all the while knowing that he could have lived, if we had even one 
real fucking hospital down here. I know people think I'm the sweet-tempered, saintly healer-but 
I'm not. I've never been. I heal because I am angry. Because if nobody else will stand up and try to 
fix this, then J fucking will.” 


Ibara took a breath, and fixed Fumikage with a gaze that pierced right through him, burned away 
all his fears and worries and discomfort with the awe in her eyes. 


“You, Fumikage Tokoyami, are the only person I’ve ever seen who’s ever tried to actually fix the 
world,” she told him. “The only one who doesn’t just...accept that the world is cruel and awful, 
who stands up and says “this is wrong,” and destroys anyone who tries to say otherwise. And then 
you... you pick them up again, and show them how to be kind, how to heal, how to build. That 
anger -and that desire to heal-is why I'll fight with you. Sometimes, you have to cauterize a wound 
before you can treat it." 


Ibara fell silent, sucking air into her lungs as the rage slipped a little further out of reach, and 
Fumikage realized that he could scarcely breathe. There was something entrancing about Ibara at 
that moment-she seemed to glow, eyes burning with fury. The simple cross she wore around her 
neck gleamed, shimmering in the distant lights of Homeland, the first place she’d ever had the 
chance to heal, to repair some tiny piece of the world, however she could. 


Then, she looked at him, her eyes suddenly uncertain. "I want to hurt them,” she whispered. “For 
what they did to us. For what my mother went through, for what J went through. For every single 
person their hate and cruelty and evil killed. I...1 want them to burn. Does...does that make me a 
monster, Fumikage?" 


Fumikage met her gaze evenly, secretly grateful for the first question in weeks that he was sure he 
knew the answer to. "No more than I am," he answered. "No more than Kamakiri, or Kuroiro. No 
more than anyone who has ever been mistreated or abused or hurt for no reason. What you want is 
justice, Ibara. We are not monsters. We are our people’s last, best hope of evening the score.” 


Ibara hesitated. "An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind, Tokoyami," she said in a warning 
tone. 


Fumikage nodded. He hadn’t even noticed how his hands fell onto Ibara’s shoulders, or how she 
leaned into the contact, drawing strength from each other in the wordless way only people who 
share the same damaged souls could, but he’d done it all the same. "I know," he answered, voice 
soft and pained and ringing even through it all. "And the thought of hurting them the way we’ve 
been hurt-of causing the same pain we’ ve felt-scares me. It really does. But they have to pay. Not 
with their lives, or their homes, if I can avoid it. But they must give us what we are owed." 


Ibara nodded, slowly opening her eyes. They burned with a light so fierce and fiery it stole 
Fumikage's breath away. 


"You're right," she told him as she reached upwards, towards the tightly-bound bun she wore her 
hair in, vines wound over and over themselves to keep them out of the way-to limit her, to make her 
seem unthreatening, to keep her contained. Her lip curled, disdain dripping into disgust, becoming 
anger, deepening to rage, the bottomless rage of generations, distilled into a toxin that ran in their 
blood-all of them, every single one. "God above, you’re right. This has to end. And if it ends in 
blood... so be it." 


Expertly, her fingers pulled the bun loose. 


The transformation was instant; vines poured outwards, flowing down her back in long, writhing 
sheets, like muscles being stretched freely for the first time in many years. Ibara sighed with joy as 
her scalp was relaxed; a weight seemed to vanish from her shoulders as she became what she 
should have been all along. 


Something terrifying. Vines splaying out in all directions like tentacles, clawing at the air, running 
down her back and winding around her arms and torso, curling between her fingers like a lover's 
caress. It magnified her, made her human features shrink away and blur, overwhelmed by the sheer 
force of her presence. It turned her from the quiet healer of the Depths into an avenging angel-or 
perhaps something from an older mythos, one that brought to mind words like Hydra and Medusa. 
A woman so powerful, so full of righteous fury, the ground trembled and mere mortals were too 
terrified to gaze upon her. 


Fumikage met her eyes, and smiled. This was the Ibara he knew-the equal of Kamakiri and Kuroiro 
and himself. The fourth lieutenant of the Outcasts, every bit as much of a force of nature as her 
comrades, no matter how she tried to hide it. 


And now she was free-the deadly little half-grin on her face was proof of that. It was the smile of a 
woman going to war, and leaving all her regrets behind in a little cloth tent that smelled of 
antiseptic and blood. 


“No more,” she vowed. “No more. They will pay for what they’ ve done.” 
Fumikage nodded, a wide-eyed smile drifting to his lips. 


“They will,” he agreed. “One way or another, things will change.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Well, I bet none of THAT will have severe consequences down the road! 
Next time, we see what Izuku and Mina are up to! 

See you then! 

(No discord link today, sadly) 
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For a long moment, the shock of Kugo’s appearance left both Izuku and Mina silent. Then, finally, 
the spell broke. 


“What the hell are you doing here, Kugo?” Mina asked. “I thought you were with Mezou and Tsu!” 


Kugo snorted, though the look on his face was pained as he stepped further into the room. “1 left,” 
he said curtly. “Once they fell in with the Outcasts, I figured I was better off taking the exit. 
Wandered around for a bit, then ended up here, with a couple of crazy ghosts.” 


Behind him, Craton snorted. Mina’s face fell. “They’re with him?” she asked quietly. Kugo 
nodded. 


The expression on Mina’s face wasn’t a recognizable emotion; it was more like confusion over 
what emotion she should be feeling. On some level, she supposed she wasn’t surprised; she knew 
Mezou, and could imagine how he had felt to learn that Fumi was still alive. But on the other 
hand...it meant that he and Tsu weren’t a safe haven anymore. She didn’t dare trust them. 


In the vacuum left by Mina’s silence, Izuku stepped forwards. Kugo’s eyes flashed as they passed 
over him, in his damaged and bloody but unmistakable hero costume, but he said nothing. 


“Would you be able to get us back to the Underground?” Izuku asked. 


Kugo glanced over at Craton, who was still sitting in his armchair, his expression utterly 
unreadable. If he was surprised at all by the fact that Kugo, Izuku, and Mina knew each other, he 
didn’t show it. Instead, the legendary hero simply nodded once. 


“This is what you wanted from me?” Kugo growled-though he was looking at Craton as he spoke. 
“T ain’t a taxi service.” 


“No,” the old man agreed, that cryptic half-smile still on his face. “You’re a crazy ghost, like me. 


Angry, bitter, and purposeless. And now an opportunity to be more has fallen into your lap.” 
“And if I don’t take it?” Kugo snarled. 


Craton raised an eyebrow. “You won’t, Gang Orca,” he said mildly. “Men like you don’t change 
often-but when they do, they run for the light like no other.” 


Kugo opened his mouth to argue, but all the anger seemed to drain from him, his immense body 
sagging as he sighed deeply. He seemed a different man, then-a smaller, kinder man, though none 
of his menace or power had been lost. 


“Damn you,” he grumbled as he turned back to face Izuku. “Fine, I'll do it.” 


Izuku nodded once. “Thank you,” he said. Turning to Mina, who had remained quiet and lost deep 
in thought, he asked, “You ready to go?” 


There was a long, expectant silence, but she seemed too distant to answer. Finally, Mina took a 
deep breath, looking away from Izuku. “About that,” she said quietly, “I...don’t think I’m leaving. 
Not just yet.” 


Izuku froze, surprise and confusion plain on his face. “What do you mean?” he asked. 


Mina hesitated; she continued to avoid his gaze, leaning against the wall and turning away from 
him. Izuku stepped closer, offering a hand. Without looking, Mina relaxed, and let her fingers lace 
into his, squeezing tightly in gratitude for the wordless support. 


Kugo and Craton exchanged glances, and without saying a thing, Craton tapped his foot against 
the ground. Great stone walls divided the room in two, splitting Mina and Izuku off to give them 
some privacy. 


“T want to find Fumi,” Mina whispered once she knew they wouldn’t be overheard. “I want to ask 
him...why. Why he left, why he did what he did.” 


Izuku tensed, just for a moment; ghostly lightning flickered over his skin as he remembered seeing 
Mina standing between him and a formless monster made of shadow. 


“He tried to kill you, Mina,” Izuku said in a strained, worried voice. 


Mina nodded, still looking away. “Technically, I was the one who started it,” she said, a bitter 
chuckle slipping out. Slowly, she turned, though she still didn’t quite seem able to meet Izuku’s 
eyes; it was as if she knew exactly how disturbed her words were making him. Quietly, she added, 
“Besides...I got in his way.” 


Izuku opened his mouth to speak, to scream “no,” to tell Mina she shouldn’t say things like that. 
But the words died in his throat. 


Mina looked up at him, and smiled softly, weakly. “I know what I sound like,” she said. “And 
don’t get me wrong-I would do what I did again. A thousand times. But I also knew, when I did it, 
what he’d do. Maybe I couldn’t put it into words...but I knew. And I accepted it.” 


Izuku felt something wrong boiling up in his gut. So softly it was nearly a whisper, he said, “You 
sound like you’ ve already forgiven him.” 


Mina smiled, a wry, bitter thing that made her eyes glow with venom, smoldering so fiercely it 


stole Izuku’s breath from his lungs. “Never,” she hissed through gritted teeth. “I'll never forgive 
him. But I can understand him. Every bit of his anger, every bit of his demand for justice-I 
understand it all. I agree with it all, despite what he did. That’s different. He had no other choice. I 
left him with no other choice.” 


“There’s always another choice,” Izuku shot back. “You can always choose another path.” 


Mina shook her head, laughing brightly as tears flickered in her eyes. “Never change, Izuku,” she 
whispered. “I love you, abovegrounder...but you’re so naive. He didn’t have a choice. Or if he did, 
it was between me and thousands of people who love him just as much as I ever did. Sometimes, 
there’s only one way the story can end.” 


Izuku shook his head, but he didn’t dare deny it. Instead, he whispered, “You don’t have to do this, 
Mina. Please, come back with me to the Underground. Where I can keep you safe.” 

Mina smiled again. “You know as well as I do that there’s no place in the world that’s safe for 
me,” she told him. “And I’ve survived my whole life down here. I'll be fine.” 


“And if Fumi tries to kill you again?” Izuku asked, voice trembling. 
Mina shrugged. “I don’t plan to just let him do that,” she replied. “I'll be fine, Izuku. I promise.” 


Izuku nodded. He didn’t like it...hell, he actually fucking hated it. But he knew better than to try 
and stop Mina once she’d made up her mind. He knew how capable she was-and how much she 
needed this. Seeing how badly she’d been affected by Fumikage’s appearance had terrified him; 
even now, he wondered if she’d ever recover. If she really thought she had a chance to speak to 
him... 


Mina drew in closer, letting Izuku wrap his arms around her. “I will come back, you hear me?” she 
murmured. “I am not running away. I promise. I’1l come back.” 


Izuku nodded. “Be safe,” he whispered. “Please.” 
She smiled, and tilted her head up to kiss him. 


They broke apart. “D’ll...let Kugo know,” he said quietly. He turned, heading towards the wall 
Craton had put between them and him. 


He didn’t get two steps before Mina said, “Izuku...one other thing.” 


Izuku paused, then turned back, just in time to see Mina’s eyesburning with an emotion he simply 
couldn’t name. 


“The next time you two fight... you’re going to try and kill him, aren’t you?” Mina asked softly. 


Izuku felt frozen. Empty. A thousand hooks dug into him, pulling him apart, yanking him in a 
thousand directions. He didn’t know what to say. 


“Heroes don’t kill, if it can be avoided,” he said, knowing it was a lie-knowing that somehow, 
some way, Shigaraki’s death could have been avoided, if only he’d been better, fought harder, been 
smarter and stronger and stopped him sooner. 


Just for a moment, Mina’s eyes flashed with the kind of heat that could tear a man’s soul to pieces- 
the kind of heat Izuku had fallen in love with in the first place. “That’s Atlas talking,” she said, a 
sneer plain in her voice. “And I hate him. What do you think, Izuku? What do you want to do?” 


Weakly, he answered, “I...don’t know.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. Her golden eyes bored into him, ripping away everything he’d ever tried 
to hide. “Do you want to?” she asked. “Not Atlas- you. Izuku Midoriya. The man you really are, 
underneath the smile and the cape and all of it. Do you want to kill Fumi?” 


Izuku let out a heavy breath, licking dry lips. Again, he repeated, “I...don’t know.” 


The rawness of that admission hurt as it left his chest. This was Mina’s brother. The man who had 
saved her, had taught her how to live. And now, Izuku might have to kill him for the good of the 
Underground. 


Would they survive this? Would she ever forgive him? 


Would he ever forgive himself if he had to become a killer again, stain his hands with the blood of 
a man who he couldn’t even bring himself to hate? 


Mina stepped closer, fingers brushing across Izuku’s lips as if in a dream. Her expression was just 
as torn as Izuku’s; she clearly didn’t know what to think either. Her own emotions were just as 
conflicted as his. On some level, she was clearly aware of the contradictions she was creating, 
asking the question even as she left to face the man they were talking about. But then, that was 
what she was. A contradiction. A thing teetering between worlds, belonging to neither of them. 


Both of them, torn, broken, scared. Clinging to each other as the darkness closed in. 


“You don’t have to lie to me, Izuku,” Mina whispered, so soft he barely heard her. “I’m not scared 
of you-of any part of you, even the parts that scare you. I saw your face when he attacked me. I 
know the look you had in your eye when you saw me cry.” 


“Tt’s like Faultline said,” Izuku whispered, resisting the urge to screw his eyes shut, to escape that 
blinding golden gaze. “He’s right. He is. What I want...what I want doesn’t matter.” 


Mina leaned in close, eyes blazing with ghostly fire for just a moment. “Fuck what Faultline said,” 
she spat. “Fuck who’s right and wrong, fuck everything. What do you want to do?” 


Izuku closed his eyes. Darkness welled up in his chest. He knew. He’d always known. From the 
first day he woke up and stared down at the hands of a killer, he’d known it would happen again. 
That sort of rage, that sort of power- it was intoxicating. And it had come for him again. 


“Yes,” he said, raw and pained. “Yes, dammit.” 
He waited for the hammer to drop, for Mina to turn away in disgust. She had to. 
But once again, he forgot where she came from. He forgot the kind of life Mina had lived. 


Impossibly, Mina smiled. It was not a pleasant sight. It was broken and twisted and bitter-but those 
were all things she was, too. And Izuku loved her all the same-loved that hateful smile. It was the 
smile of a woman who could only laugh at the broken shards of her heart. 


“T won’t stop you,” Mina said, an admission so raw her voice cracked as she spoke. “Not this 
time.” 


Izuku’s eyes widened. He began to blurt out, “But-” 


She put a finger to his lips. Her eyes were so broken they were like specks of starlight, rather than 


golden suns. A thousand-thousand fragmenting pieces of glass. 


“T know what I’m saying,” she murmured. “I know what I’m asking. And I know what it makes 
me. The thought of choosing between you...it’s tearing me in two. But dammit, I have to choose. I 
hate myself for it, I know what it says about what I really am...but I am choosing. I love you, 
Izuku. And if it comes down to you or the first man I ever trusted...I choose you.” 


Izuku stared at her, speechless, his heart burning for the woman he loved, in all her broken, hateful 
glory. 


And wordlessly, he nodded. 


Mina smiled again, sad and tender. “Come back to me,” she murmured. “And Il come back to 


” 


you. 

She kissed him, and then the walls came down. 

When they did, Izuku and Mina met Kugo and Craton’s eyes, and they nodded at the same time. 
“T’m headed to the Underground,” Izuku said, steel in his voice. 

“And I’ve got unfinished business down here,” Mina agreed. 


Craton nodded. He stomped his foot, and the earth trembled. Two new tunnels yawned open 
behind him, leading in opposite directions. 


“There’s no time to waste,” Craton told them. “Tokoyami will be preparing for war-you need to, as 
well.” 


Mina and Izuku pulled apart, reluctantly and agonizingly. With one last backwards glance, Mina 
slipped into the tunnel Craton had made for her, and vanished into the darkness. 


Kugo and Izuku stood before their own tunnel, and Izuku met the dead god’s eyes. 
“There won’t be a war,” Izuku told him. “I won’t let it happen.” 


Craton shook his head, a sad smile on his lips. “Oh, to be young and arrogant again,” he chuckled. 
“T have no doubt you’ll try, Atlas. Perhaps you’ll even succeed. But remember-we are, all of us, 
only men. It took me eighty years to learn that. I can only hope you’re smarter than I am.” 


He extended his hand, and Izuku shook it. 
“Thank you,” Izuku said quietly. “For saving our lives.” 


Craton’s smile became more earnest. “It was nothing,” he said amiably. “Just an old hero unable to 
kick his habit. It’s been an honor, Atlas.” 


“Likewise, Craton,” Izuku replied. 


When the handshake ended, Izuku and Kugo stepped into the tunnel, and vanished from view. 
With a wave of his hand, Craton sealed the tunnels, leaving no evidence that they had ever existed. 


Craton sighed deeply, his hands shaking as he wrapped them around his gnarled wooden cane. The 
darkness closed in around him, like the embrace of a lover, old and familiar. He ran a hand across 
his wizened face as he opened a new tunnel-one that ran lower, to where the woman he had given 
up everything for was waiting, ferocious and deadly and the greatest thing that had ever happened 


to him. 


“It’s almost over,” he murmured to himself. “One way or another. Eighty years, a lifetime of 
waiting and praying and fighting. God, it’ll be good to sleep, my love.” 


The stone bubbled around him as he disappeared into the earth, knowing that no living man would 
ever find them again. 


The tunnel back to the Underground was long and steep and pitch-black, but neither Kugo nor 
Izuku were fazed by it in the slightest. They walked it in silence, the kind of quiet where neither 
men figured they really needed to say anything to each other. 


At least, until Kugo finally broke it by asking, “You really do love that girl, don’t you?” 


Izuku looked up, jarred by the abrupt end to his reverie. He nodded. “I do,” he said softly. “More 
than I thought it was possible to love someone.” 


He half-expected Kugo to laugh, or scoff, or snort dismissively. He did nothing of the sort. Instead, 
the enormous mutant simply nodded. 


“An awful lot of people are gonna hate you for that,” he reminded Izuku. “Not just aboveground- 
below it, too. Plenty of mutants will think Mina’s a traitor, or a whore, or worse.” 


Izuku sighed. “I know,” he agreed. “But I’ve been hated before. It didn’t break me then, and it 
won’t break me now. And...I’ll be there for Mina, however I can. We’ll survive, somehow.” 


Kugo made a thoughtful noise, but before he could say anything else, the tunnel dissolved into 
bright light. They’d reached their destination. 


After so long in the Depths, the lights of the First Level of the Underground were blinding. Neon 
signs and streetlamps and twinkling windows and the overpowering sun-mimicking ceiling lights 
forced both men to shield their eyes as they emerged into the narrow alleys from a tunnel hidden so 
well beneath a dumpster that nobody would ever find it again. 


“Where are we headed?” Kugo asked. 


Izuku pointed at a tall spire of a building some ways across the city. “Musutafu Hero Commission 
Headquarters,” he said. “I know the protocol for when a top hero goes down in the line of duty- 
especially if it’s me. They’ll be having an emergency meeting of all the top officials in Japan to try 
and figure out what to do. I want to show up.” 


Kugo’s expression suggested he was just shy of laughter. “You want to crash a meeting about your 
death,” he said mildly. “Looking like you just fought a woodchipper and lost.” 


Izuku glanced down at his costume, which was ripped and torn and brutalized. His chest was 
heavily bandaged, and though blood hadn’t seeped too far through the bandages, they were 
definitely discolored from being so far below ground for so long. Add in the fact that he’d barely 
slept or eaten in nearly twenty-four hours, and he looked like the living dead. 


His wounds hurt, yes. Just about his whole body did, honestly. But that was nothing new. Pain was 
an old friend to Izuku, and he’d never let it stop him before. Besides...he was practically certain 
that Ejiro and Ochako and Momo would be at that meeting, and he didn’t want them to grieve over 
his supposed death any more than he had to. They needed to know he was fine-and he needed to 
give the Hero Commission a piece of his mind before they started treating Fumikage and the 


Outcasts like another League of Villains to stomp out and eradicate. 
“Precisely,” he told Kugo. 
Kugo grinned. “Sounds like a plan,” he said. 


With that, they began to head in the direction of the tower, fighting headaches as the brightness of 
the lights assaulted their eyes. 


“T don’t understand how you people live like this,” Kugo grunted after they’d walked a few blocks, 
as their eyes finally began to adjust. “It’s too damn bright. Hurts my eyes.” 


Izuku chuckled. “You should see aboveground, then,” he said. “It’s a hundred times worse.” 
Kugo barked out a harsh, angry laugh. “Boy, have you seen me?” he said. “I’ve never been 
aboveground-your people would throw me in jail just for sticking my head out up there.” 


Izuku turned to meet his eyes. “And if that changed?” he asked. “If you could go aboveground 
without being arrested or attacked? Would you?” 


Kugo raised an eyebrow. Izuku held his gaze, trying to communicate just how serious he was. 
Finally, Kugo sighed. 


“Dunno,” he grunted. “I’m old and set in my ways. Spent too much time down here. I feel like the 
aboveground would feel too...open to me. Too alien.” 


Izuku shrugged. “You’re never too old to try new things,” he reasoned. 


Kugo gave him an odd look, but eventually relented. “Fair enough,” he decided. “If you somehow 
pull off a miracle and undo centuries of oppression overnight, [Il take you up on that offer.” 


They made their way through the city with few difficulties. Izuku probably could have used One 
For All to get there faster, but he knew better than to risk aggravating injuries more than he had to- 
and besides, with the number of odd, mildly dangerous looks many pedestrians were giving Kugo, 
he didn’t think leaving him to navigate the streets alone was a good idea. 


Either way, it didn’t take long before they were standing before the frosted glass doors to the Hero 
Commission headquarters. Izuku paused, turning to face Kugo just before they went in. 


“You don’t have to come, you know,” he said softly. “You don’t owe me a thing, and you have no 
reason to help me any more than you already have. I know that.” 


Kugo met his eyes evenly, then chuckled. “Mina’s right,” he said. “You really are a stupid 
abovegrounder.” 


Izuku blinked. “Why?” he asked. 


“T ain’t doing this for you,” Kugo growled. “And I’m damned well aware of how insane it is for 
me to walk into a room full of abovegrounder suits-I just don’t give a shit. You’re fighting a war, 
Atlas, and against the Outcasts, you need every man you can get. I want revenge against the 
bastards. We’ve got the same enemies-might as well work together.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. He was almost sure Kugo wasn’t telling him the whole truth-his eyes 
smacked of hiding something. But he didn’t have the time, or the inclination, to demand the truth. 
So Kugo had his own reasons for working with the heroes he hated-it didn’t change the fact that he 
was still right about everything. They’d need him if things ended up reaching the point of open 


conflict. 


And besides, working with mutants was half the reason he was doing this. Why would he turn 
down one of the few who was actually willing to help him? 


“Fair enough,” he said. “Now, are you ready to give a bunch of asshole suits the scare of their 
lives?” 


For a long moment, Kugo was silent, examining Izuku. Then, he burst out laughing. 


“Hell yes I am!” he guffawed, baring terrifyingly numerous jagged teeth as he slapped Izuku on the 
back. “Damn, but I like you, Atlas!” 


Izuku grinned. “Appreciated,” he replied. “Now, follow me.” 


Ejiro was so numb, he was barely able to hear the discussion going on at all. 
A meeting. Izuku was dead, and the Hero Commission wanted to have a meeting about it. 


What the hell were they going to talk about? He was dead! Ejiro’s best friend, gone in a flash, with 
him totally helpless to do a damn thing about it. 


Some hero he was. 


Beside him, Ochako squeezed his hand tightly, earning a hollow smile and responding squeeze 
from Ejiro. He knew that she and Momo were just as affected as he was; they’d gone through the 
same hell with Izuku as he had, in UA. They’d thought they had made it through the storm, had 
survived and grown stronger together when so many hadn’t. They’d thought they were safe. 


And then they lost him. 


They were the only three heroes in the room, and they’d barely spoken or been acknowledged since 
they’d given their report to the Hero Commission on what, exactly, had happened to bring down 
Atlas himself. Bloodhound probably should have been there, too, but she loathed the Hero 
Commission fiercely, and the Commission generally allowed underground heroes more leeway 
than traditional heroes anyway. She was elsewhere, supposedly gathering more intelligence on the 
Outcasts and their operations. 


Meanwhile, the only other non-commissioner in the room was Mayor Takao himself; as leader of 
the most embattled city in Japan, the city Atlas himself had called home and fallen in, he had been 
invited for his “crucial perspective” on the crisis. In reality, Ejiro knew, the man had several of the 
commissioners in his pocket, and had all but demanded to be included; Takao was nothing if not 
good at sniffing out where the action was and finagling his way into the center of it. 


The meeting had been going for an hour already, and absolutely nothing had been achieved except 
lots of panicked yelling. Even All Might’s fall and subsequent retirement at Kamino hadn’t caused 
this sort of panic; at least he’d managed to take the villain with him. But no, Atlas had been beaten, 
soundly and thoroughly, and the man who’d done it was still at large somewhere beneath their feet. 


One of the commissioners-Ejiro had never bothered to learn their names; they were competent and 
decent men all, but they universally shared the fatal flaw of being so utterly faceless and 
forgettable that they practically blended into the background-shouting to be heard over the babble, 
snapped, “For God’s sake, we’re looking at another villain war, barely ten years after the last one!” 


“Don’t exaggerate,” another one scoffed. 
“Exaggerate?” Atlas is dead, you idiot!” the first commissioner roared. 


Ejiro flinched, as did Ochako and Momo. Something about the way it had been so casually said hit 
them hard-it was as if the world had already moved on, as if the moment Izuku had vanished into 
that endless abyss, the Commission had simply accepted that he was gone. 


Ejiro couldn’t accept it. He couldn’t. It would mean he wasn’t coming back, that Ejiro would never 
see his best friend again. 


That he’d failed to help him. 


“Gentlemen,” Takao said when the yelling began to subside, his voice buttery and smooth in only 
the way a master politician could be. “Today is a tragic day, yes. But how about we stop acting 
like children and start considering our options?” 


The Head Commissioner was a man in his fifties, his hair graying at the edges in the way a lucky 
few men achieve, the sort that makes them look dignified and powerful rather than old and tired. 
His posture likely helped that-ramrod straight, befitting a former military man given the post out of 
respect and recognition of his combination of competence and absolute incorruptibility. He was a 
man who demanded respect, and had earned it from everyone present-including the heroes. 


“Mayor Takao,” he said formally, in the sort of voice that could report the deaths of thousands or 
the outcome of a sports match with equal tonelessness, “All those present know of your significant 
experience with this city and its crime, and your close working relationship with Atlas. Do you 
have suggestions for how we should respond?” 


Ejiro tensed at the look on Takao’s face; it was too eager, too victorious. In that same smooth 
voice, the Mayor said, “Thank you, Head Commissioner. My suggestion is simple: Atlas’s death 
proves that we have allowed the lawlessness of the undercity to run wild for too long. They have 
grown too bold, too aggressive; if we allow it, they will take Atlas’s death as a spark, a sign that 
we cannot stop them from destroying whatever they please. That chaos will spread all across the 
country-unless we put a stop to it, and fast.” 


“Your point, Mayor Takao?” the Head Commissioner asked tiredly. 


Takao smiled, baring blinding-white teeth. “Take the fight to the Depths,” he said. “Clean out all 
the dens and lairs of criminals we’ ve let fester. Bring them back in line, before they have a chance 
to overrun us.” 


The commissioners looked at each other. Considering. Ochako, Momo, and Ejiro shared a look, 
too, though theirs was a mix between horror, disbelief, and, deep in their darkest thoughts, 
agreement. 


Ejiro knew about the Incursion Wars. He knew what Mina had said, knew how Izuku had 
genuinely hoped to break the endless struggle between the Depths and the Underground, had tried 
to change things for the better. He knew that a fresh incursion, one backed by an entire country’s 
rage at the loss of their greatest hero, would destroy everything they’d ever worked for. 


But...but goddamnit, they were gone, and somewhere deep in his chest, Ejiro’s grief had turned to 
earth-scorching rage. He wanted the Depths to burn, wanted to make them pay for taking his 
friend. 


It was only a small part of him, buried beneath everything else. But now...now it had a potential 


outlet in front of it, and Ejiro could feel it growing. 


And it was then that he realized that that was Takao’s plan. Simple, brilliant, and utterly 
unstoppable. 


Start a war, a real war, unite not just the city, but the whole country behind him in a blind, fiery 
rage, turn them against a target that could be defeated-but only with immense suffering and blood, 
as any war with the Depths would inevitably be... 


And become the face of vengeance for Atlas. The mayor who stood up and fought for his city 
when its greatest protector was murdered. The man who defeated the hated mutants who had killed 
him. 


And in an instant, all but guarantee his political power on not just a city level, but a national level. 
Dear God. 


The worst part was, Ejiro almost didn’t care. That anger in his chest was burning now, burning so 
fiercely it welcomed Takao’s offer to give it an outlet-even an outlet that didn’t deserve it. 


It was so, so damn tempting. Just...let it win. Just stop feeling so numb, stop grieving for his dead 
friend, get given a chance to do something about his grief instead. Even something so horrifically 
evil and bloody, something so against what heroism should be, it would have turned Ejiro’s 
stomach, if he hadn’t just watched his best friend die. 


Nobody said a word for a long, breathless moment, as they waited to see what the Head 
Commissioner would say. 


He opened his mouth, and began. “A risky proposal, Mayor Takao,” he said mildly. 
Takao replied, “Atlas is dead, commissioner. Now is not the time-” 


There was a sound from the conference room’s doors. They were immense things of metal and 
wood, designed to withstand a siege, if necessary. No man could have moved them in a thousand 
years of trying. 


With a staticky hum, they began bowing inwards, grinding as they were forcibly opened. A loud 
grunt sounded from outside, followed by slow, heaving steps, pushing forwards, heaving and 
shoving with unimaginable force. 


Takao’s eyes went wide as the doors crashed open, finally defeated. The whole room shook as they 
slammed into the wall, revealing the man who had so casually burst through them. 


Tangled green hair. Green eyes dancing with light. A physique so densely muscled and inhumanly 
Herculean it bordered on ridiculous. A tattered, torn hero costume, the chest clawed open to reveal 
bandages encircling his torso. A white cape hanging from his shoulders, as torn and dirty as the 
rest of him, but unmistakable all the same. A smile-more of a smirk, really, as though he knew how 
impossible his own presence was, how many beliefs he had just shattered forever. 


Atlas. [zuku. 
“Hey, everyone,” he said casually. “Sorry I’m late to the meeting-got a little bit hung up.” 


The only thing that pierced the absolute, stunned silence of the Commission were the shrieking 
sobs of the three heroes as they burst from their seats, no longer caring about decorum, and 


charged Izuku. 


He grunted as Ochako barreled into him, shouting so fiercely that she nearly forgot to keep her 
pinkies from touching him, followed by Ejiro and Momo. 


When the three of them were able to form words again, Momo shouted, “Izuku Midoriya, WHAT 
THE ACTUAL FUCK?” 


Ejiro, somewhere between laughing and crying, added, “Did you really need the dramatic entrance, 
you piece of shit?” 


Ochako, for her part, leaned in and hissed, “You absolute bastard, don’t you ever do that to us 
again, you hear me?” 


“T don’t plan to,” Izuku muttered, his beaming smile fading to somber apology. “I’m really sorry, 
guys. For everything.” 


Ejiro responded by punching him in the shoulder. “You should be,” he said affectionately. “I’d like 
to go a few weeks without you almost dying, you know.” 


“Ow,” Izuku grunted, rubbing his tender shoulder, “But...point accepted.” 


Ochako looked around, worry suddenly mounting on her face. “Wait a second,” she asked. 
“Where’s Mina?” 


Seeing the rising horror on his friends’ faces, Izuku swiftly moved to head it off. “She’s 
completely fine,” he assured them. “She just...has something she needs to do right now.” 


The three of them shared a look, then nodded. “How did you survive?” Momo asked. 


Izuku grinned sheepishly. “It’s...a very long story,” he replied. “And I really doubt you'll believe it 
all when I tell it to you. Which I will, just...not right this second. I have a meeting to deal with.” 


Finally, Ejiro, Ochako, and Momo remembered themselves. “Right,” they agreed, letting Izuku go. 
They headed back towards their seats, while Izuku strode into the center of the room, before the 
semicircular table the commissioners sat at. 


“Commissioners,” Izuku said respectfully, nodding his head. He turned slightly, to look at Takao; 
his gaze became ever so slightly more icy, his tone more glacial. “Mayor Takao.” 


Takao said nothing; he seemed to be content to watch, or perhaps was too busy reeling from the 
abrupt derailment of his own plan. As Izuku watched, Takao met his eyes, and nodded once; there 
was something about his eyes that suggested a mocking toast. 


“Well done,” the Mayor seemed to begrudgingly admit, “But it won’t matter.” 


The Head Commissioner was far more welcoming. Displaying impressive self-control, he barely 
even smiled; instead, he simply said, “Atlas, it’s good to see you alive and well. We had thought 
you were dead.” 


Izuku smiled weakly. “I very nearly was,” he admitted. “But ’m back.” 
“How did you survive?” another commissioner asked. 


Izuku turned to look at the man. Thinking for a moment about how best to conceal both Mina and 
the legends who had saved them both from them, he finally answered, “I assume you got the report 


on the fight from the others, so I'll just say that I was aided by someone who found me at the 
bottom of the Chasm-someone who I’m not going to name for their own protection, so I suggest 
you don’t bother asking.” 


The commissioners exchanged looks at that, but none of them seemed willing to push Izuku on it. 
Good. 


“With that out of the way,” Izuku continued, “We need to talk about what we do next.” 


“What we do next?” a commissioner repeated, incredulous. “This meeting was about what to do in 
response to your death, Atlas! Obviously, you’re alive, so surely we have nothing to discuss!” 


“We do,” Izuku responded curtly. “Or do I need to remind you that the man who beat me is still out 
there?” 


There was no response to that. Instead, the Head Commissioner asked, “Do you have anything to 
tell us about that man? None of our records have anything like the quirk Red Riot, Uravity, and 
Creati reported.” 


Izuku nodded. “I can’t speak to his exact quirk, just the impressions I got from fighting it,” he said, 
“but I do know his identity, and his intentions. His name is Fumikage Tokoyami, and his group-the 
Outcasts-have united, destroyed, or absorbed every other significant faction in the Depths. He 
intends to end the systemic discrimination and abuse of mutants, and their confinement to the 
Depths.” 


Once more, the room burst out into a hubbub of conversation at that. Loudly, a commissioner 
groaned, “Wonderful. Another Re-Destro. Just what we need.” 


Izuku strode over to the man who had spoken, looming over him like a thundercloud. “You’re 
wrong,” he said, loud enough for everyone to hear him. “He’s not another Re-Destro. He’s not 
Shigaraki, or Stain, or any of the other madmen with armies we’ ve fought over the years. I made 
that mistake myself, and almost got killed because of it. He’s something different-him and the 
Outcasts.” 


The Head Commissioner made a thoughtful noise at that. “How can you be sure of this?” he asked. 
Izuku grinned. “I have good sources,” he said. “In fact, let me introduce you to one.” 


The conversation, feverish as it was, ground to a halt at that moment, as heavy footfalls sounded 
from the corridor outside. 


A moment later, a living nightmare in the flesh appeared in the doorway. 


Commissioners and heroes alike went pale as Kugo stepped into the room, his skin dark and 
rubbery and his eyes gleaming with predatory light. The ground seemed to shake beneath his feet, 
his massive bulk making even the tile shudder nervously. 


Kugo seemed to relish the wave of shock and mild fear that ran through the room at his presence. 
From his immense size and inhuman skin to his immense hands that could crush a man’s skull the 
way anormal man might squish a grape, there was something ferocious about him that could not 
be contained, that made his presence in this drab wood-paneled conference room almost 
cartoonish, like a meeting between two utterly different worlds. Standing there and seeing Kugo 
face down a room of the most powerful men in Japan with an utter lack of fear, IZuku was 
reminded of the first time he’d met Mezou Shoji-the first time he’d truly understood what it was to 
be a mutant in a world that simply was not equipped to comprehend you. 


One of the braver commissioners looked the massive orca mutant up and down, then looked at 
Izuku. “Atlas, what is this?” he asked, his voice controlled quite impressively. Too controlled. 


Kugo sensed the man’s nervousness as well as Izuku did, and before Izuku could say anything, he 
bared his teeth in what could have been a smile, but very clearly wasn’t. His fangs were jagged and 
sharp, meant for cutting and tearing and slashing, and there were far, far too many of them for a 
human mouth. He stalked forwards, closer to the man who had spoken. 


“What am I?” he asked, his voice humorous and gravelly. “Well, what I am is the big bad monster 
under your bed-not to mention the only man in this room who’s actually spoken to an Outcast as an 
equal and knows exactly what their goals are. But that ain’t what you’re asking, is it?” 


The commissioner gulped, and said nothing. Kugo rolled his eyes, shaking his massive, dome- 
shaped head. He turned to Izuku. 


“So,” he asked mildly, “these are the kinda men you’ve got keeping your city safe?” 
Izuku sighed, and nodded. 
Kugo snorted. “No wonder you’re doing such a shitty job,” he said. 


Izuku shrugged, ignoring the insulted noises several commissioners made. “Commissioners, this is 
Kugo,” he said. “He’s one of the men who helped me escape the Depths, and he’s been working 
with me against the Outcasts.” 


Kugo grunted in agreement. 


Meanwhile, the Head Commissioner, shaking off his own shock, nodded in greeting. “I see, Atlas, 
thank you,” he said, before turning to Kugo. “You’ve done us a great service in helping Atlas. If 
there’s anything we can do for yo-” 


Before he could finish, Kugo slammed a massive hand down on the table in front of the Head 
Commissioner, cutting him off. 


“Let me stop you right there before you try to bribe me or some shit,” he interrupted. “I didn’t help 
him for a reward or any of your hero bullshit. I helped him because he’s about the only one of you 
sorry fuckers I actually think cares enough to try and stop this whole city from becoming a 
bloodbath. Keep that in mind.” 


The Head Commissioner, to his credit, held Kugo’s gaze without flinching. “Understood,” he said 
curtly. 


Satisfied, Kugo leaned back, and returned to a position by the doorway, looming menacingly like a 
shadow over the room. Every so often, commissioners glanced nervously over to him, then looked 
away. 


Izuku took a deep breath; that had gone better than he expected. At the very least, there was a lot 
less screaming than he’d imagined. 


“As I was saying,” he continued, “Tokoyami is now in control of the entire Depths, and he’s 
determined to end the oppression of mutants, one way or another. Individually, he and his top 
lieutenants are likely a match for any top hero-and Tokoyami himself is strong enough to give me 
trouble. And he has potentially thousands of committed fighters, all of them highly capable and 
experienced.” 

A palpable chill ran through the room. The Head Commissioner leaned forwards, and asked, “An 


intimidating force, to be sure. So, Atlas...what are your thoughts on how to defeat him?” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow, mostly to hide his increasingly nervous heartbeat. “Defeat him?” he said 
mildly. “I don’t think we need to, if we give him what he wants.” 


The response was a brief uproar, with multiple commissioners letting out shocked exclamations. 
Takao, for his part, stared icily at Izuku, so much so that he swore he could feel the chill even 
when he had his back turned. 


The Head Commissioner frowned, but said nothing. “Elaborate,” he requested curtly. 


Izuku looked at Kugo, who nodded. Stepping forwards, the orca mutant began, “I met Tokoyami 
briefly, a few weeks ago, and I know more about him from his public statements to his people and 
his reputation. He’s very explicit about preferring to avoid violence if at all possible-and he’s 
ruthless if forced into conflict. He’d rather get what he wants peacefully, if we can.” 


Izuku stepped forwards, adding, “He’s also extremely clear about what he wants. This isn’t Re- 
Destro wanting an insane, might-makes-right society or Shigaraki just wanting to destroy 
everything and rule over the ashes. Tokoyami and the Outcasts have specific, fixable grievances- 
grievances that I personally agree with. What they want is fairer treatment and an end to their 
abuse. Our treatment of them is a shame on our entire country- and now we’ re faced with a choice 
between open war and fixing something that should never have been a problem in the first place!” 


For a few heartbeats after Izuku finished, he dared to hope that it had worked, that he had 
convinced them. Then, one of the commissioners said in a deceptively mild-mannered tone, “I 
never thought the day would come when I saw Atlas refuse to fight a villain.” 


Instantly, Izuku rounded on him. “I am a hero,” he growled, making the man shrink back. “But not 
everyone I fight is a villain. If I can’t understand the difference-if I can’t recognize that, 
sometimes, what people I fight need is to be treated with respect and given what they should have 
had all along, then I have no right to call myself a hero.” 


“Atlas, you should know better than anyone else the kind of damage mutants cause!” another 
commissioner shouted. “You live in this city! How much have people here suffered because of 
them?” 


This time, it was Kugo who answered. “How much have mutants suffered?” he demanded of the 
man who had spoken. 


The commissioner looked at him in confusion. “What?” he said, uncomprehending. 


Kugo’s expression darkened. “We live here too, y’ know,” he said. “Getting harassed by heroes and 
civilians, watching heroes drag off people we know to jail-and them never coming back. Forced to 
live in stinking, dark caves none of the rest of you want. We’re part of this city-and we’ ve been 
suffering for decades. And you’ ve never cared.” 


Once more, there was silence. Once more, the Head Commissioner looked Izuku in the eye. 


“How far are you willing to take this...stand?” he asked, saying “stand” the way another man 
would have said “threat.” “If Tokoyami does attack-if it turns out he is willing to use violence to 
get his way-would you fight him? Or would you refuse?” 


Izuku froze. That was the question he’d been dreading. The one he still didn’t know how to 
answer-the one he didn’t dare answer. 


He had to make a choice-do his duty as a hero, or help mutants seek the justice they deserved? 
Wasn’t justice part of his duty as a hero? Did he dare take the chance that no innocents would be 
hurt if the Outcasts attacked? 


He couldn’t. He couldn’t. War always led to innocents being caught in the crossfire. He couldn’t 
sacrifice one group he’d sworn to protect for another. 


Izuku had gone in circles for hours-could have kept going, if he hadn’t finally stopped himself and 
accepted that he might never know the answer. And now, he had to answer it-and, quite possibly, 
decide whether his city went to war. 


He took a deep breath. 


“If innocents are threatened, I will protect them as I’ve sworn to,” he said. “But I will not fight 
people I’ve come to understand deserve justice for the sake of maintaining a monstrous status quo. 
But all of this is a moot point, if you ask me. I really believe that if we offer a peaceful solution, 
Tokoyami will take it.” 


The Head Commissioner nodded thoughtfully; the other commissioners did so, too, with varying 
degrees of enthusiasm. Once more, Izuku felt hope. 


And then it all went wrong. 


An aide barreled through the still-open doors, eyes wide and panting. “Sir!” he shouted, addressing 
the Head Commissioner. “There’s something you need to see on the news-a villain attacked their 
offices!” 


Even as shock and confusion rippled through the room, the Head Commissioner reacted 
immediately. “Screens, now!” he barked. 


Another aide scurried to hit a button on the wall. The room darkened instantly, shutters rolling 
down over the windows and massive flatscreen TVs rolling out of recessed alcoves in the walls, 
already turned on. 


Everyone swiveled to face them, including Izuku, who already had a bad feeling in his gut. 


The first thing that appeared was a one-horned newscaster, looking considerably more shaken-up 
and nervous than normal. His hair was uncombed, and sweat beaded his face. On the screens 
beside him, two other major channels were live, their talking heads looking equally shaken. Izuku’s 
focus, however, remained on the first broadcaster. 


“For those of you just tuning in,” he said, “The offices of this channel were just attacked by a 
knife-wielding mutant. The man used his quirk to get past security, though no one was hurt-I 
repeat, the man did not injure or harm anyone in the building. He threatened the production crews 
at knifepoint to broadcast a prerecorded message, and in the interest of our staff's safety, we 
agreed. That message will begin now.” 


The screen faded to black. A moment later, a familiar beaked, feathered face was on every 
television in Musutafu. 


“Greetings, people of Musutafu,” the message began, nearly simultaneously across all three 
channels. It was surprisingly crisp, despite the darkness and the difficulty of obtaining a decent 
video camera in the Depths. That suggested some sort of camera or recording quirk-though Izuku 
had no clue how they had gotten it to the news networks to broadcast. “My name is Fumikage 
Tokoyami. I am the leader of a group known as the Outcasts. Our goal is justice and freedom for 


the mutants that have been mistreated by the government and society in general for decades.” 
Izuku felt his blood run cold. 


“As of now, we are the undisputed rulers of the Depths, the slums you locked us away in so you 
could live without guilt at how you treated us,” Fumikage continued, his voice cold and formal, his 
eyes relentless and haunting. “A// you really did was let us grow strong. And now, for the first time 
in our history, we are united, and ready to take back what you stole from us.” 


Izuku turned to look at Ejiro, who was just as shocked and worried as he was. They shared a look. 
They both knew how bad this was-there was no longer any chance of keeping this quiet, keeping 
the public and media calm. 


“Freedom. Opportunities. The very sun and sky. You stole all of them from us,” Fumikage said. 
“Now, we demand them back. We demand a repeal of all the laws allowing heroes and businesses 
to discriminate against us. We demand the same rights the rest of you have had for centuries-the 
ones you Stole from us.” 


The Head Commissioner was on the phone, probably with the police. “What do you mean, the 
bastard got away?” he half-shouted. “You’re telling me you surrounded the building, had every 
exit covered, and when you stormed the place he was just gone?” 


“At this point, many of you are probably dismissing me as a madman, or simply believing that 
you’re safe, because Atlas will protect you from the consequences of your actions,” Fumikage 
sneered. “Unfortunately for you, he already tried. And he lost.” 


The video changed, all but confirming it had been filmed with some sort of quirk; the footage, 
though, was unmistakable. It was from Izuku’s fight with Fumikage. 


Izuku watched numbly as Fumikage tore into him-clearly, they’d used a combination of footage 
from the end of the fight, when Fumikage had gotten the better of him, and the beginning, when 
Fumikage had met him as an equal. Either way, the editing didn’t obscure what had happened-he 
still lost. 


Interestingly, though, Mina was absent from the footage. Either the person filming hadn’t captured 
her...or perhaps Fumikage had ensured that that footage wasn’t used? 


Finally, the combat footage ended with Izuku down and bleeding, and Fumikage standing over 
him. Once more, Fumikage’s face was on screen. 


“Atlas can’t save you,” he said simply. “I already beat him. One way or another, we’ve won. But I 
am a reasonable man, and I don’t want more bloodshed than necessary. Give us a peaceful 
solution-anything that meets our demands-and it ends here. Give us our justice, and we will not 
cause any more harm. Refuse...and we will take it.” 


With that, the video ended, fading to black until it was replaced by babbling newscasters. They 
continued talking, but Izuku wasn’t listening; he turned to the Head Commissioner, who had gotten 
off the phone and stopped yelling at aides, and was simply sitting there, head in his hands. 


“Sir-” Izuku began, desperately, trying to think of something, some way to convince him, to 
convince all of them not to fight. He was so damn close! 


The Head Commissioner held up his hand, his eyes set like steel, and Izuku knew he had lost. 


“Atlas, your case was well-made, and well-argued,” the Head Commissioner said, not 


unsympathetically. “I have no doubt you genuinely believed this could be resolved peacefully. But 
if it could, that time is past, now.” 


“You saw the video, sir!” Izuku protested. “He was all but begging for peace! We can stop this 
from getting worse-” 


“Atlas,” the Head Commissioner snapped, his tone a warning to Izuku about just how much he 
was pushing things. “What I saw was a villain threatening death and destruction if he doesn’t get 
what he wants.” 


Izuku knew how dangerous saying more would be, but he didn’t care. He shot back, “What he 
wants is right!” 


The Head Commissioner slammed his hands on the table, freezing Izuku in place with his glare. 
Behind him, Kugo growled dangerously. 


“Enough, Atlas,” the Head Commissioner said, almost sadly. “It doesn’t matter what he wants, or 
whether or not it’s right. We do not negotiate with villains, and I cannot take the risk of trusting in 
supposed peaceful intentions when thousands of innocent lives are at stake.” 


Izuku glared angrily at the man, but said nothing. He had never felt more powerless, more enraged, 
than he had at that moment. War was starting around him, and there was nothing he could do, with 
all the power in the world in his veins, but sit there and watch it happen. 


The Head Commissioner held his gaze, seemingly expecting Izuku to say something, to 
acknowledge him. Izuku gave him nothing. At last, the Head Commissioner sighed, and looked to 
his colleagues. 


“T propose doubling the heroes assigned to the Musutafu Underground, fortifying key positions and 
buildings, preparing evacuation notices for all civilians within the district, and putting out a warrant 
for Fumikage Tokoyami,” the Head Commissioner said. He hesitated, not meeting Izuku’s eyes, 
before adding, “Dead or alive. All in favor?” 


Izuku clenched his fists as every commissioner raised their hand. 
“T tried, Mina,” he thought bitterly. “7’m sorry.” 


As the commissioners set to work, the rest of them filed out of the room; Takao followed the 
heroes, a strange look on his face. 


As soon as the doors closed behind them, Kugo summed everything up; he crossed his arms, 
heaved a long-suffering sigh, and declared, “Well. Shit.” 


War had come to Musutafu. 
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Izuku made his way through the halls of the Hero Commission headquarters, his friends behind 
him, still stunned by how impossibly close he’d come to stopping a war, only to fail. 


So close. So fucking close. He’d nearly had the commissioners convinced...only for that fucking 
video, broadcast to the entire city, to ruin everything. 


Perhaps the worst part was that Izuku knew he couldn’t even be mad. The commissioners had 
acted reasonably, as far as they were concerned-presented with a threat, they refused to bow to it, 
and acted to protect the people who had been threatened. Equally, Izuku couldn’t even blame 
Tokoyami for the video-he’d made every effort to preserve the possibility of peace, but even as he 
made it, the mutant leader had clearly known it was a distant hope, and was prepared accordingly. 


Nobody was wrong, nobody was foolish-and it was going to destroy them all. 
Abruptly, Izuku was jolted from his thoughts by an all-too-familiar man stepping up to him. 
“Atlas,” Mayor Takao said, all honey and false smiles. “May I have a word?” 


Izuku gritted his teeth, hands clenching into fists. Just what he fucking needed. Behind him, he felt 
Ejiro’s questioning stare on the back of his neck. 


“Mayor Takao,” Izuku said, just formally enough to make it quite clear how much he disdained the 
ratlike man, “Now is really not the time, I’m afraid.” 


He moved to step past Takao, but the man sidestepped, remaining in front of him. “Ah ah ah,” 
Takao tutted. “I’m afraid now is the time, Atlas. Or did you forget something important?” 


The confused stares from his friends were bad enough, Izuku decided. But as much as he wanted 
to, he couldn’t just brush the man aside and keep walking like he desperately wanted to. As fucked 


as things were rapidly becoming, Takao still held a sword to his throat in the form of those fucking 
pictures, and Izuku only had enough time and energy to focus on one crisis at a time. 


Growling under his breath, Izuku sighed, “Very well, Takao. Ejiro, Pll catch up to you guys. Head 
to Aegis, we’ll meet there to decide our next steps.” 


Ejiro, bless his heart, nodded-though the look in his eyes suggested he fully expected to be given an 
explanation later. Izuku decided to provide one the first chance he got. He was done lying to Ejiro- 
done lying to all his friends. 


One by one, Ochako, Momo, and Kugo filed past him and Takao, following Ejiro. He met their 
questioning stares evenly, though he guarded his features as best he could. He didn’t dare do 
anything less, with Takao standing right there. 


Once his friends had left, Takao gestured towards an empty room, and Izuku tiredly followed him 
inside, closing the door behind them. 


The room had enormous, floor-to-ceiling windows carved from the rock, providing a grand view of 
the Underground; said grand view, of course, looked out over miles and miles of glittering 
windows similarly hewn into stone, shimmering like tens of thousands of stars. In the distance, the 
twin statues at the center of the district twinkled. The sight of those hundred-foot bronze likenesses 
of Craton and Faultline, locked in eternal combat, made Izuku want to laugh. 


Such a wonderful lie it was. The whole damn city, built on one enormous erasure of history. The 
very founding myth of the Underground-the root of the divide between it and the Depths, the 
source of so much pain and blood-was complete and total bullshit. How fucking fitting. 


Takao stepped up to the windows, and Izuku reluctantly followed. Takao’s arms were folded 
behind his back, his expression thoughtful, even pensive. Izuku didn’t trust it for a second. 


“Before we get into it,” Takao began, “Allow me to say that I am genuinely glad to see you alive 
and well. Your death would have been a great tragedy for the city-indeed, the whole country.” 


Izuku snorted, having long since discarded any trust or belief in Takao’s ability to feelanything 
genuine. “Thanks,” he said humorlessly. “But I’m sure you would have found a way to exploit it, 
regardless.” 


Takao looked up at him. When Izuku simply met his eyes evenly, the mayor chuckled heartily. 
“You learn fast, Atlas,” he said. “In fact, I already had; sadly, your grand entrance spoiled my fun. 
But hey, that’s how politics goes sometimes. Back to my original plan, I suppose.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “Your original plan?” he repeated. “What, blackmailing me and 
leveraging hatred against mutants to secure power for another five years?” 


Takao smiled. “Precisely,” he agreed. “I’m glad we’re on the same page. Speaking of which. ..that 
campaign gala you’ ll be attending? It starts in...roughly twenty-four hours, I believe.” 


Izuku’s eyes went wide. Takao couldn’t be serious. “Wait, you’ re still going to do that?” he asked, 
disbelieving. “Did you miss the fact that we’re at war?” 


Takao’s smile didn’t change. “Of course I know that, Atlas,” he snorted. “I just don’t care. So what 
if some mutants are getting uppity? The election is still getting closer, and I still need your public 
support. So, it’s still going to happen. The show must go on, you know-perhaps it will even 
reassure the people!” 


The mayor’s sheer audacity had to count for something, Izuku supposed. Crossing his arms, he 
replied, “You’re insane-and you and I both know you care about “the people” as much as you care 
about privacy laws.” 


Takao grinned. “My, my,” he tutted. “Whatever did I do to you to earn such animosity?” 


“Spied on me and my girlfriend, used that to blackmail me, tried to exploit my supposed death for 
political gain, and endangered thousands of people so you can have a fucking party while the city is 
at war,” Izuku replied, perfectly deadpan. “Believe me, you’ve earned much worse than my 
disrespect.” 


Takao blinked at that, seemingly surprised. Then, his cocky expression returned, reminding Izuku 
that he still held all the power here. Whistling, he said, “Well, then. Seems kitty’s grown some 
claws.” 


“T’ve done more than that, you bastard,” Izuku rumbled, arms still crossed and the faintest ghost of 
lightning flickering across his tensed muscles. “I’m done playing your games. I’m not going to 
your stupid gala.” 


Takao stopped laughing. He met Izuku’s eyes, and Izuku saw the familiar steel there. “Allow me to 
make it clear, Atlas,” he said. “I am not asking. I am ordering. Or do you think the world will be 
less enraged to find out you’ ve been compromised by a mutant woman, just before mutants attack 
the city and you refuse to fight them?” 


Izuku’s eyes widened at that. “That is not what she’s done, and you know it,” he snapped. 


Takao shrugged. “I’m a politician, remember?” he replied with a wink. “What I know is up for 
negotiation. And you, my friend, have no cards to play. Perhaps the country won’t believe the spin 
my friends in the media will put on it-but they don’t have to. Do you think anyone will take your 
campaign for peace with the mutants seriously if they think you’re doing it because of the woman 
you’re fucking?” 


Izuku growled-but he didn’t argue. He knew how the media-not to mention public opinion-worked 
by now. And Takao was a master of that game. “You’re a bastard,” he spat. 


Takao turned around, laughing. “I thought that was clear after I showed you those pictures, Atlas,” 
he chuckled. “Now, that’s all I had to say. Oh-and maybe get cleaned up before the gala. You look 
like shit.” 


Takao headed for the door, while Izuku could only grit his teeth. Goddamnit. 
He whirled around just as Takao’s hand fell on the doorknob. 


“After this is over,” he rumbled, voice harsh and dark, “I'll be coming for you. You won’t get 
away with this.” 


Takao turned, just briefly, to laugh at Izuku. “My boy,” he said, “I have no doubt you’! try. It'll be 
a lovely challenge-if we all live that long, of course. Do your best not to get killed, if you would-I 
haven’t had that sort of fun in years.” 


With that, he closed the door, and left IZuku somewhere between fuming and resignation. He’d 
play along-but only for now. As soon as the Outcasts were dealt with-one way or the other-he’d set 
his sights on Takao. He could do nothing less, for Mina’s sake. If they ever wanted to truly be free 
to be together, the mayor had to go. 


He reached for his phone, and found Ejiro’s contact. It was time to explain himself-and prepare for 
a war he didn't want to fight. 


Down in the dark, Mina crept through the winding tunnels, where the shadows felt thick and heavy, 
crowding in with each breath. Every step deeper into the maze made the world seem to fade away, 
the scraped-smooth rock inching closer as the tunnels narrowed, to the point where Mina felt sure 
she would have to duck. 


She didn’t, but it was a near thing; these caves were so low, so claustrophobic, that nobody had 
ever lived here. She was used to it, though; even the more populated parts of the Depths were 
claustrophobic to an outsider, and Mina had long practice in slipping through the cracks and 
crevices of the earth. 


At last, she emerged into a larger cavern, the claustrophobic tunnel opening up with no warning at 
all into a soaring gallery that could have swallowed a two-story house with room to spare. It was 
nearly round, and utterly black, save for a single string of dim lightbulbs that ran along the uneven 
ceiling like spines along an animal’s back. They flickered distantly, almost like stars. 


And there were people here, too-her people. Mutants, misshapen figures that huddled in the 
corners, watching her with wary eyes. 


Except...something was different about these mutants. They weren’t wearing the full-body cloaks 
commonly worn, even down here; their eyes watched Mina’s unfamiliar form with curiosity, not 
hostility. They talked and joked with one another, gathering around lamps and candles that 
supplemented the overhead lights. They seemed...happy, almost. At ease-a concept so foreign to 
Mina that seeing it here set off alarm bells. Nervously, she pulled up the hood of her cloak and 
drew it tight, knowing that if she was seen, she would likely be recognized-and if she was 
recognized, she was dead. 


At the far end of the long, low cavern was a massive doorway, guarded by a man with the head and 
horns of a bull. Well, “guarded” was a strong term; he wasn’t stopping anyone from going through 
the door. Indeed, there was a steady stream of people flowing in both directions-some coming into 
the cavern, some heading through the veil of heavy fabric to whatever lay beyond. The man spoke 
with them, occasionally letting out the kind of deep belly laugh that could warmed the soul like a 
campfire, instantly putting anyone at ease. 


Mina watched the man warily for a moment, then took a deep breath. There was no other way to 
get through to the other side than to hope the man wouldn’t stop her. She stepped forwards. 


The man’s hand landed on her shoulder. 
“Hello, friend,” he said in a deep voice. “I don’t believe I recognize ya.” 


Mina’s whole body went tense, and her sharp intake of breath was loud enough that the man heard 
it. She stepped backwards, already tensing to throw a ball of acid into his eyes, prepared to fight- 


The man removed his hand from Mina’s shoulder, and raised both of his palms upwards towards 
the ceiling, as if to surrender. His words, though, were strange. “Ah, forgive me,” he said kindly. 
“No worries, friend-I don’t mean ya any harm.” 


Mina stayed tense, but tilted her head, confused. The acid in her palm slowly dripped away. 


“Tt’s okay,” she said eventually, deciding to take the risk. “You just startled me, that’s all.” 


The man nodded. “Makes sense,” he agreed. “I forget sometimes, how jumpy newbies can be.” 
“Newbies?” Mina repeated, confused. “Why do you think that’s what I am?” 


The man nodded. “We’ve been getting way more of them lately,” he told her. “Ever since the Boss 
took out Atlas, in fact. The fact that he’s told us he’s planning something big helps too-every 
fighter in the Depths has been coming here. And as for how I know-it’s your cloak. So many of us 
used to have to hide what we are-but not anymore. You don’t gotta hide here.” 


Mina’s heart jumped into her throat. Shit. If just the act of hiding her face marked her out here, she 
couldn’t possibly get close to Fumikage. She was fucked. 


The man saw her hands fly to the edge of her hood unconsciously, and raised a hand, seemingly 
misinterpreting the gesture. “Ah, don’t you worry, you don’t gotta take it off if you don’t want to,” 
he assured her. “It takes plenty of people time to get used to the idea of showing their face, and we 
ain’t gonna force ya. Go at your own pace, friend.” 


The feeling that Mina felt rise up in her chest was too messy, too complicated to purely be relief- 
but she didn’t have time to dwell on it. Instead, she said, “Thank you. I’ll...keep it on, then.” 


The man smiled, though he seemed a little sad-perhaps that was pity in his eyes, then? “In that 
case,” he told her, reaching behind him to push aside the fabric hanging in the doorway, “welcome 
to Homeland.” 


Mina nodded once, and stepped through into a scene that took her breath away. 


Homeland was like no part of the Depths she’d ever seen before. It was bright, for one thing, a riot 
of light and color and sound, full of mutants who thronged the busy streets. It was clean and 
shockingly orderly, too-houses seemed constructed according to a plan, and the streets were a grid, 
rather than the labyrinthine mess other parts of the Depths like this usually ended up with. 


Mina shook her head to clear it. She wasn’t here to see the sights, or to bask in the mad beauty of a 
city of mutants like this. She had to find Fumi. With practiced ease, she slipped into the crowd, 
drawing nothing more than a few amused looks from people who, like the man at the gate, 
seemingly dismissed her cloak as a lingering safety blanket. 


It was shockingly easy to find Fumikage, in the end; Mina just followed the sound of raucous 
cheering. 


It turned out to be coming from a huge crowd of people gathered around a square that contained 
one of the city’s many pools of geothermal water. Even from the edge of the crowd, Mina 
recognized the black-clad figure standing at the center of the square. 


It was Fumi-and he’d apparently just finished speaking to the crowd, as he was stepping down off 
of a tall box that had served as a podium. 


“Well, then,” a tall, burly man with scales instead of skin said in front of Mina. “The attack is 
tomorrow, then.” 


The woman beside him ran twelve-fingered, gnarled bark hands through her hair as she chuckled. 
“About damn time,” she agreed. “He said twenty-four hours, right?” 


As several people near them chorused confirmation, Mina’s eyes went wide. That was vital 
information the heroes desperately needed to know-her trip here had been just in time. 


But she wasn’t here to collect information-and she knew there was still a chance she wouldn’t get 
out of here to relay it anyway. 


Mina took a deep breath and focused on Fumikage as the crowd began to break up. Just the sight of 
him made all the emotions she was still repressing bubble up in her chest. Shock that he was alive, 
joy that she hadn’t lost him, confusion about how he was still alive... 


Horror at the knowledge that she had chosen to betray him. Rage that he had abandoned them, that 
he had let them think he was dead-and that he had tried to kill Mina and the man she loved. 


Mina watched as Fumikage said something to the man next to him, a man with bladelike tusks-the 
one who Kugo had described all those weeks ago. The man visibly protested, but Fumikage simply 
repeated it, and the protest became a defeated sigh of acceptance. With that, instead of going with 
the group of what Mina assumed were bodyguards, Fumikage turned the other way and headed 
towards the outskirts of Homeland-alone. Not even the crowd of well wishers followed him, once 
he raised his head and seemingly asked them not to. 


It was at that point that Mina realized how exhausted Fumi looked. Someone who didn’t know 
him might not have recognized it, thanks to his inhuman face, but Mina had known him since they 
were twelve. She could read him like an open book-even after six years of grieving and the 
horrible battle at the Chasm, she knew him. 


That made it hurt even more. 


It was simple to stay undetected as she tailed him towards the edge of the city; Fumikage clearly 
didn’t expect to be followed, and Mina had been a master of stealth since childhood, out of sheer 
necessity. Slowly but surely, she tracked him, until at last, he looked around and slipped into a tiny 
opening in the wall at the very edge of Homeland. 


Mina considered for a moment, staring at that opening. The fact that Fumikage had gone here 
alone-and that there were no guards at this opening and nobody else exiting or entering-suggested 
that it wasn’t an entrance to Homeland like the way she’d come into the city. It was probably a 
minor side cave, or some sort of private room-or else it simply led nowhere of importance. In other 
words, it was the most perfect opportunity to speak to him alone she would ever get. 


It also meant that, if he attacked her, there would be no escape...but some part of Mina still 
believed, so fervently she couldn’t disagree, that Fumi would never hurt her. Even though he 
already had-even though her neck still ached from where his shadowy claws had dangled her over a 
bottomless pit, before letting her drop. 


That was nothing new, though-Mina knew, on top of everything else she was, she had always been 
a fool. She slipped into the tiny crevice with ease, and disappeared from view. 


The cave beyond was narrow, dark, and winding, but thankfully short. Before long, it had opened 
up into a small room, pitch black except for a lantern on the ground that cast the space into 
frightful, shifting shadow. 


Noiselessly, Mina stepped into the room; Fumikage had his back turned to her as he sat on the 
stone floor, meditating in front of the lantern. Dark Shadow’s form swirled around him, freer and 
more expressive than Mina had ever seen before. It was deeply unnerving to see the monstrous 
shadow curl almost affectionately around Fumikage’s forearm, face-to-face with him as if in 
conversation. For all Mina knew, they were-Fumikage had never mentioned it, but she, Mezou, and 
Tsu had always known that most of his conversation with Dark Shadow happened telepathically, 
utterly unknowable to anyone but them. 


At last, Mina found her nerve. In a voice that was cold and coarse with restrained emotion, she 
announced, “So, this is what the leader of the Outcasts does in his spare time. Sit in the dark talking 
to himself.” 


Fumikage’s eyes snapped open, and in an instant he was on his feet, immense shadowy claws 
striking out for Mina’s throat. She leaped backwards, narrowly dodging, but her back struck the 
stone wall, leaving her utterly defenseless as his next swipe closed in- 


Just before he struck, Fumikage finally processed who she was, and stopped himself. His claws 
vanished instantly as he whispered in disbelief, “M-Mina?” 


Taking a deep breath and forcing herself to put her cold, angry mask back on, Mina nodded 
defiantly. “Who else would it be?” she scoffed. 


Fumikage’s expression was utterly dumbfounded; he stared at her and trembled a little, as if he 
wasn’t sure if she was real or a ghost. “You’re alive?” he whispered, still shaking. “How?” 


Mina nodded, eyes still hard. “No thanks to you,” she snorted. 


Fumikage barely even seemed to hear her. He stepped forwards, looking like a man who had just 
been saved-only to stop as Mina raised a hand, acid boiling in her palm as a warning. 


“Don’t come any closer,” she snapped. 


Fumikage’s eyes were glistening with tears, now. He looked as if he wanted to argue, but said 
nothing. Hanging his head, he said quietly, “I...I can’t believe you’re still alive.” 


Mina snorted, and said nothing. The hate was flowing easily, now; she didn’t dare hope it would 
stay that way. Not when this was Fumi in front of her. 


Suddenly, Fumi’s expression changed, eyes darkening. “If you survived,” he said more coldly, 
“then...Atlas is alive too, isn’t he?” 


Mina said nothing, gave no response...but whatever evidence Fumikage was looking for, he 
seemed to find it in his eyes. Clenching his fists, he sighed, “Of course he is. My job is never 
finished.” 


Mina’s eyes narrowed. “Your job?” she repeated with a hiss. “Is that all you care about, Fumi? Is 
that why you left us? Six goddamn years, I grieved for you- we grieved for you!” 


Fumikage bowed his head somberly. “Closer to five,” he replied. “But...that doesn’t change the 
facts. Yes, I did leave.” 


Mina’s voice caught in her throat, suppressing a sob. “Where have you been?” she demanded. 
“We...we thought you were dead, you asshole!” 


She took another step closer, as if she was about to punch Fumikage-who was still surrounded by 
the swirling, nebulous Dark Shadow-and damn the consequences. 


Fumikage held his ground, though his expressions were hard to read through the web of shadows 
covering his birdlike features. “I had to leave,” he said softly. “I know it hurt you, I know it hurt 
Mezou and Tsu, but-” 


“But nothing,” Mina snarled. “You fucking left us, Fumi. We looked for you. We looked 
everywhere.” 


Fumikage flinched, though it didn’t affect the shadows that continued seethe across his body. 


“T know that there’s nothing I can say,” he told Mina quietly. “I know I can never make up for what 
I did. But I want you to know that I am sorry.” 


Mina felt something in her heart break loose, struggling to force its way past the rage she 
maintained like a lid on a pot of boiling water. She didn’t want to know what might escape if she 
failed to keep it contained. 


“T’m glad you feel that way,” she said scathingly. “But trying to fucking kill me, Fumi? After 
everything? What happened to you?” 


Mina hated the way her voice broke as she finished speaking, hated how her grief and desperate 
desire to forgive him seeped through the cracks in her walls. 


Fumi shook his head; to Mina’s surprise, he didn’t ask how she had lived or demand answers. 
Perhaps he knew it didn’t matter-or perhaps he had already guessed. Instead, he looked her in the 
eye, and asked, “Mina. You stood between me and Atlas. What else could I do?” 


Even though she’d said those words herself, even though she agreed with him, knew the truth in 
her heart, Mina refused to concede. Full of desperate fury, she nearly shouted, “You could’ ve 
proved that pulling me from that trash pile all those years ago meant something, Fumi! You 
could’ ve made me think you cared, that you didn’t abandon me!” 


Fumikage flinched hard at that; he looked as though he could fall apart at any moment. But he 
couldn’t, not with his eyes so full of righteous anger. 


“What do you want me to do?” he asked, voice so low it was nearly a growl. “Give up everything I 
worked for because you love a hero? Surrender any chance of making people believe in our chance 
to change things, for the sake of a man who oppresses us, all because you think you love him?” 


Mina’s eyes grew even more dangerous. “Think I love him?” she repeated, rage growing until it 
nearly consumed her. “Think I love him?” 


Fumikage met her eyes. “What do any of us know about love?” he asked. “What do you know 
about it? How do you know you’re not...some toy for him?” 


Mina stepped forwards, palms coated with acid. In that moment, she was unafraid, proud, brave, all 
the things she struggled so hard to be when it came to Izuku. In a low, deadly tone, she growled, “I 
am not the twelve-year-old girl you took off the streets anymore, Fumi. And I’m not the teenager 
you abandoned, either. I Jove him. I’m not ashamed in the fucking slightest about that. I love a 
hero, old friend. Fucking deal with it. Call me a whore, or a traitor, or whatever the hell else you 
want to call me. I. Don’t. Care. He loves me, and I love him. That’s about the only thing I know 
for sure anymore.” 


Fumikage held her eyes, and Mina saw the guilt there-along with the steel. “I would never call you 
any of those things,” he replied. “And...and I understand. I apologize.” 


Mina scoffed. “Fuck your apologies,” she snapped. “You should know what those are worth to me 
by now.” 


Fumikage struggled to meet her eyes; both of them were shards of broken glass, splintering and 
shattering, deadly and destructive as they fell apart. 


“My problem is with him, not you-” Fumikage began. 


“Tf you try to hurt him, your problem is with me,” Mina interrupted. “And I don’t care what you’ ve 
convinced yourself of, but he is not our enemy. He’s a good hero.” 


Fumikage snorted at that. “Not your enemy,” he agreed. “But he is mine. He’s still a hero, a tool of 
the people who keep us down here, treat us like fucking animals. He may not personally agree with 
every part of the system that they’ ve built on our backs-but he still enforces it.” 


Mina felt something in her heart wince at that, at the truth. Desperately, she snapped, “You don’t 
know him, Fumi. I do. You don’t understand how hard he’s tried to fix things, how hard he’s 
fighting right now to stop this war.” 


Fumikage glared at her. “That’s why he is my enemy, Mina!” he nearly shouted. “He’s trying to 
stop me.” 


Eyes wide as she realized her mistake, Mina hastily said, “By giving you what you want, Fumi! He 
agrees with you!” 


Fumikage stepped forwards, until his claws were once more inches from Mina’s throat. “I don’t 
care if he agrees with me or not, Mina,” he hissed. ““That’s not the problem here. Because if he 
gives us what we want, what’s to stop the heroes from taking it back once your boyfriend is gone? 
Our rights can’t be gifts from those in power, because they’ Il think that they can revoke it 
whenever they want. We need to take them. I don’t just want to force the abovegrounders to give 
us everything they stole from us-I want them to be afraid of what will happen if they ever try to 
take them back.” 


Mina...struggled to find an argument against that. It appealed to her, she couldn’t deny it. It felt 
right. But then...so did what Izuku wanted. 


“There can still be peace,” she pleaded. “Please, Fumi. For me-for the people who follow you. 
Don’t do this.” 


Fumikage looked away from her for a long, hollow moment. When he met her eyes again, it was 
the leader of the Outcasts, the undisputed king of the Depths, who stared back at her. 


“My people,” he spat, “are the ones who want war. Every one of them has been hurt by the 
abovegrounders; all of us have been abused and mistreated for too long. We want justice, Mina, not 
blood for the sake of blood. I wanted peace for so long-fought for it. But Atlas attacked me, not the 
other way around. And you chose his side over mine. So...as much as I wish otherwise, there can’t 
be peace. Not anymore.” 


Mina was silent. She had said so many of the things that Fumikage just had herself-hadn’t she told 
Izuku before how exhausting it was, having to constantly be afraid? 


In the long silence that followed, where it felt like none of them quite knew what to do, Fumikage 
raised his yellow-red eyes to meet Mina’s gaze once more. He told her, “I won’t be a fool and ask 
you to join me. I know you wouldn’t-I can see it in your eyes, even if I didn’t know you so well. 
Your heart’s always been too big for this place, Mina. I’m glad you found someone you love as 
much as you love him, I really am. And just this once...Pll let you go. I don’t want to have to kill a 
friend today. Go back to him. Steal whatever happiness you can. I...can give you that much.” 


Fumikage trailed off, his soft, deadly words ringing in the still, silent cave. Gradually, Dark 
Shadow pulled back, retreating away from the entrance to the cave. With the darkness pulled back, 
Fumikage almost looked like a normal man again, exhaustion plain in his eyes. He looked pained, 
and tired-but the steel in his eyes was utterly unbreakable. There was strength enough in that gaze 


to burn the world. 


Mina stayed silent as Fumikage turned to leave. He walked towards the exit at the far side of the 
cave, shadows warping as he walked. 


Then, at last, Mina spoke. “You didn’t used to be so angry,” she said sadly. Her eyes were distant, 
as she recalled happier memories, from better times. 


Fumikage half-turned back, one large eye fixed on her, boring into her soul. The shadow of the 
beast he carried with him was still, for just a moment. 


“T always was,” he corrected her, his voice soft and distant, gentle in the way you could only be 
with someone you truly loved-and somber in the way you can only be when you know that it didn’t 
matter anymore. “From the day I understood that I was lesser, that my life was worthless to the 
people who live aboveground, I have been angry. From the day I met you, and saw the most 
incredible person I know huddled in a pile of trash, cold and alone and hungry and hated, I’ve been 
planning this day. How could I not? With the way we’ve been forced to live, how the heroes treat 
us, could I do anything else?” 


Mina knew the answer was no, knew that nothing she could say could change anything anymore. 
Maybe it never could have. But still, she had to try. For Izuku, she had to stand beneath the falling 
boulder and try to catch it. “I found a way,” she whispered. “I found a way to bridge the gap. A 
way to love a hero and hate what he does-to try and teach him how to change.” 


Fumikage shook his head. “And I can’t,” he said, quietly and sadly. “You’ve always been a better 
person than me, Mina. But this, what we’ve been through. ..it’s too much. Anybody would be 
enraged. Don’t tell me you aren’t. From the day I met you, you had the same anger in your eyes. 
You hide it, like I used to, but it’s still there.” 


Even as she cried inside, Mina’s eyes were hard and unforgiving. “I’m not the one who’s built an 
army,” she said darkly. 


Fumikage snorted in acknowledgement. “TI built it for you, you know,” he told her. “Because of 
you. From the day I met you, I knew you deserved better than this. For someone like you to rot 
underground because of what you look like-that sin is unforgivable. I won’t let any more children 
grow up the way we did. I don’t care what I have to do, but there will be no more orphans.” 


Mina growled at that, stray drops of acid dripping from her fingers. “I am not a justification,” she 
hissed. “Don’t you dare try to hide behind my name to avoid admitting what you’ ve done.” 


Fumikage scoffed, turning one last time to meet her eyes. “But Ido admit it,” he replied, spreading 
his arms wide, a bitter, self-mocking smile twisting his beak. “Every deal with the devil, every 
sacrifice, every mistake-I own them all. I’m a bitter, damaged man with a chip on his shoulder and 
an army of morally dubious criminals behind him. I’ve hurt the people who care about me, and 
abandoned the most wonderful person I ever knew to heartbreak and hunger to chase my dream. 
And that doesn’t change what I’m going to do.” 


Mina...had nothing to say to that. Not anymore. She could fee/ the time for words slipping away, 
and something vital going with it. Scathingly, she told him, “Well, at least you’re honest.” 


Fumikage smiled wryly. He obviously felt the shift, too-but still had enough time, enough love left 
for one last gentle moment. “Years ago, I promised you I would never lie to you,” he told her sadly. 
“After everything, after all the other promises I broke...I can at least keep that one.” 


Then, he stepped away, into the tunnel, and the shadows were still. 


Mina was, at last, alone. 
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When Izuku finally got back to Aegis, he found it deserted, despite it being what passed for the 
middle of the day below ground. 


That was Ejiro’s doing, he assumed gratefully; he didn’t particularly want the others to see him so 
banged-up. That would just fuel rumors he really didn’t need to deal with right now. He had 
enough shit on his plate already. 


Izuku made his way inside. He figured that Ejiro and the others would be in his office, awaiting 
answers about the whole situation-answers it was long past time for him to give. But...well, he was 
still in his torn, bloody costume, and he was tired of it. 

So, a quick shower and change of clothes later, he finally made his way into his office. Sure 
enough, he found everyone waiting there. Ochako and Momo sitting on one of the couches, Ejiro 
in Izuku’s usual chair behind the desk, Kugo leaning his massive bulk against a bookshelf, and... 


“Uh, hi, sir,’ Akari said awkwardly from one of the armchairs. The young heroine looked distinctly 
uncomfortable, though whether it was from being in the presence of so many of the most famous 
heroes in Japan, the enormous mutant looming ominously from the corner of the room, or 
something else, Izuku couldn’t tell. 


Izuku blinked. Every other hero in Aegis wasn’t here; what the hell was the most newly-promoted 
one doing in the most secret meeting this building had ever held? He stared blankly at the girl for a 
long moment, then turned his gaze to Ejiro, his demand for an explanation so obvious he didn’t 
even need to say a word. 

Ejiro grinned, though it was weak and wan compared to his usual shark-toothed smile. He sighed, 
“Look, how she did it is beyond me, but she figured it out.” 


Izuku’s eyebrows shot up; as he turned to Akari, she turned red and squeaked, “Hey! I didn’t... 
figure it out, | just...said that I thought something weird was up with Atlas-he kept disappearing 
for long periods of time, and coming back with weird injuries. And I also said that I was pretty sure 
it had to do with that mutant who attacked the broadcasting stations.” 


Izuku’s expression grew even more incredulous. Turning back to Ejiro, he asked, “How the hell did 
that happen? Also, where’s Bloodhound? I thought she’d be here.” 


Ejiro shrugged. “Bloodhound was here, but she had to go respond to a call,” he replied, “Something 
about a disturbance in the lower levels, near the power plant. As for how Holo here managed to put 
the pieces together...I have no fucking clue. But hey, that’s what we get for hiring the best 
detectives UA has to offer. I figured that it’d be best to just let her get the full story with the rest of 
us.” 

Izuku nodded, but before Akari could blush again or he could say anything else, Ochako added, 
“So, on that note...what is the full story? And more importantly, where is Mina?” 


Akari frowned. “Who’s Mina?” she asked. 


Izuku sighed. Well, here it was. He’d been hiding so many things from all of them for so long, part 
of him wasn’t even sure if he could explain everything. But he had to try. He couldn’t lie anymore, 
not to his friends, to the people who he would need to trust to stand any chance of coming out of 
this alive and in one piece. 


“Alright,” he said. “It’s a long story, but I'll do my best.” 
He took a seat, and told them everything. 


He started from the beginning, with Mina saving his life, and kept going; he found that once he got 
going, the words wouldn’t stop. They flowed like water over a wound, washing it clean. 


He told them about seeing Mina’s face for the first time, and saving her after her fight with 
Bakugo. He told them about the hunt for Toga, meeting Mezou and Tsu, and the assault on the 
Neo-Stainist compound. 


He told them about Toga’s escape, subsequent capture, and the horrible truths about Mina’s life 
that he’d learned in the aftermath; the people she’d lost and then found again-one in truly 
agonizing fashion. 


He told them about falling in love with the most unique woman he’d ever met, and about Mayor 
Takao’s blackmail, too. 

And finally, he told them about Fumikage, the Outcasts, the awful battle that he’d lost, and just 
who had saved him and Mina, down at the bottom of the Chasm. 


When he finished, there was a stunned silence in the room. Even Kugo stared at him in surprise- 
evidently there had been some parts of the story even he hadn’t known. Akari seemed to be utterly 
dumbstruck-or maybe just too shy to speak up. 


Inevitably, Ejiro was the first to speak. “Well, P’ll be damned,” he said in his usual rough voice. 
“Some fucking people have all the fun, don’t they?” 


Izuku chuckled darkly, mostly out of the lurching feeling of the tension suddenly being broken; 
Momo, outraged, snapped, “Really, Kirishima? Is now the time?” 


Ejiro shrugged. “Look, I’m just saying, okay?” he replied. “This fucker just told us that he got 
saved by two semi-mythical figures-figures that half this damn city worship as literal gods, by the 


way-and they were a couple of crazy ancient geezers hiding in a hole! And then they lectured him 
about being a better person! You all might take that in stride, but I’m his best friend-it’s practically 
my job to tell him what a ridiculous story that is!” 


“T know it’s ridiculous,” Izuku said quietly, “But it’s true, Ejiro. I swear.” 


Ejiro looked at him with a perfectly deadpan expression. “I am entirely aware it’s true, Izuku,” he 
said brusquely. “Because it’s you telling it, and there is literally nothing too ridiculous for me to 
believe when it comes to you. But come on!” 


Izuku sighed, chuckles breaking out once again. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s kinda ridiculous, but hey, 
it’s the truth.” 


Ochako snorted. “You always end up in the middle of these things,” she agreed. “But all joking 
aside, we really do need to figure out what we’re going to do. First things first-the Mayor is 
seriously blackmailing you?” 

Izuku hung his head. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “I probably should’ ve put a stop to it sooner, but-” 


“But nothing,” Ochako interrupted. “Izuku, you’ ve been up to your ears in bullshit for weeks now. 
Trying to navigate an insanely fraught relationship, dealing with a city that’s on the edge of 
combusting, and dealing with the biggest threat to society since fucking Shigaraki is more than 
anyone could handle already-nevermind the elected official actively trying to blackmail you!” 


Izuku couldn't help but smile at that. Ochako’s righteous anger on his behalf was always 
endearing-as well as bracing. He felt himself sit up a little straighter, breathing freer as he finally 
began to calm down and think properly for the first time in what felt like forever. 


“So,” Momo summarized. “You and Mina are in a secret relationship that has a very real chance of 
turning this city into a fireball when the secret eventually gets out, and the man holding that secret 
can’t be trusted in the fucking slightest to not throw you under the bus. Great.” 


The conversation slowed that that point, none of them sure where to even start tackling the 
problems in front of them. But that had always been Izuku’s greatest strength-not his quirk, or his 
public relations skills, or even his heroic heart. No, the thing he was truly unmatched at was 
planning. That was why, when he spoke, hero and mutant alike went silent, and turned to him 
expectantly. 


“T don’t know about you guys,” he said, “But I’m fucking tired of being on the back foot. Let’s 
figure out a plan here. First things first, the blackmail is bad, but it can wait-we need to deal with 
Fumikage first, or there won’t be a city left to reveal Mina and I to.” 


There were grim nods at that. 
“You think you can beat him?” Ejiro asked. “He won before.” 


Izuku clenched his fist. “I was distracted, surprised, and unprepared, before,” he replied. “I can take 
him-especially since I’m not alone. I have you guys.” 

Ejiro, Momo, and Ochako, his oldest comrades, nodded at that; Kugo and Akari had very different 
expressions. 


Akari cleared her throat, then stammered, “Uh...are you including me in this? Because I was a 
sidekick until like two weeks ago, I really don’t know how much I’ll be able to help against the 
likes of Fumikage-” 


Ejiro cut her off with a glance. “You’re a hero, ain’t you?” he asked sharply. “Sure, you’re 


outgunned, and you’re green-but you’ ve still trained for this, and we need you. If you don’t step 
up, who will?” 


In that moment, Izuku became convinced that Akari would one day be great; all insecurity and 
awkwardness vanished from her face in an instant, and her eyes flashed with an intensity every 
hero in the room knew well. “Got it,” she said, nodding once. 


Then, Izuku turned to Kugo, who glared at him, all dark, inscrutable menace. 


“If you try to give me an inspirational speech and call me a hero,” the orca mutant growled 
warningly, “I’m going to vomit.” 


Izuku snorted. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he answered. “Maybe you aren’t a hero, Kugo. But we need 
every man we can get, right now. You’re here, and you’re needed.” 

Kugo’s eyes flashed dangerously-or maybe that light was different, a sign of something else. He 
sighed. 


“Fine,” he grumbled. “But don’t forget who you’ re fighting here-they’ re in the right, not you.” 


Izuku nodded. “I know,” he admitted softly. “But I have to protect the innocent people who’ll be in 
the Outcasts’ path.” 


Kugo said nothing, so Izuku assumed he was alright with that-or at the very least, he didn’t care 
enough to contradict him. 


With a grunt, Izuku stood. He put all his worries aside-his fears for Mina, who was still alone and 
missing, somewhere far beneath the ground, and his growing worry that the simple act of fighting 
Fumikage would put him on the wrong side of history. None of that mattered in that moment- 
despite it all, he was still Atlas, the greatest hero Japan had ever seen. 


“We’ve got a lot of planning to do,” he declared. “And less than twenty-four hours to get ready. I 
don’t doubt that Fumikage is preparing to attack even as we speak. We’ ll get that done. But after 
that, I need to get ready.” 


Ejiro frowned. “Ready for what?” he asked. 


Izuku grinned. He might have been tricked and manipulated by Takao, but that didn’t mean he was 
powerless-far from it. He still had a few cards up his sleeve. 

“T have a party to get to,” he replied. “And I want to make it the most memorable one in this city’s 
history.” 


In the end, it took Mina nearly two hours to find the right home, wandering the streets of 
Homeland, jumping desperately every time someone’s eyes lingered on her cloaked form. 


She knew how insane it was, knew how likely it was that her oldest friends would betray her. But 
she had to do it, had to see them anyway-had to look Tsu and Mezou in the eye, if this was the last 
time they ever saw each other. 


Because sometimes, all the logic in the world was meaningless. Because humans-and monsters, 
too-are creatures of love, not reason. 


She had to see them again, one last time. End of story. It was a blind leap into the dark...but Mina 
was used to those. 


When she finally found the right place, she recognized it because of the sight of Tsu through the 
small glass window. She seemed to be baking something, judging by the platter in her hands. She 
couldn’t see Mezou. 


It took a few minutes to get her courage up to knock; Mina stared at the door, desperately hoping 
against hope that she wouldn’t doom herself, that trying to see people she loved wouldn’t mean 
she’d break her promise to return to another person she loved. 


At last, she took a deep breath, and rapped her knuckles against the wooden door. 
From inside, Mina heard Tsu ask, “Love, could you get that?” 
“T got it,” Mezou’s voice rumbled back. 


Mina’s heart climbed higher in her throat as Mezou’s thundering footsteps drew closer to the door. 
She desperately tried to think of something to say, but- 


The door opened, long before she was ready. Mezou stepped forwards, mouth opening to speak, 
but before he could make any sound at all, his eyes landed on her, and he completely and utterly 
froze. 


It would have been funny, if Mina wasn’t bracing for him to attack her, or to shout for someone to 
capture or kill her. But the silence stretched on, Mezou’s eyes practically bugging out as he stared 
at her. 


Weakly, she said, “H-Hi, Mezou. Uh, long time no see?” 
Behind Mezou, Tsu asked, “Love, who is it?” 


She stepped forwards, into view behind her husband. Mina heard a crash as whatever she was 
holding shattered on the stone floor. 


Once more, she braced for shouting, for something. 


Finally, that something happened; Mezou’s arms surged forwards and wrapped her into a tight, 
inescapable hug, dragging her inside the door as it shut. A moment later, Tsu slammed into her as 
well. 


“How?” Mezou whispered, barely able to form words. 
“My God,” Tsu breathed, already starting to cry just as her husband was. “You’re alive.” 


Mina was still drawn into herself, but slowly, as she wasn’t attacked, she began to look up, and 
returned the hug. Soon, all three of them were sobbing shamelessly, no longer able to form words, 
even to ask the questions that were no doubt burning in Mezou and Tsu’s minds. 


It was then that Mina realized something; it hadn’t been until that moment, wrapped up in the arms 
of her family, hearing them sob, that she really, truly felt like she’d survived the Chasm. Izuku had 
done his best, but she’d seen him fall, too; it took the warm arms around her, the feeling of Mezou 
and Tsu holding her tight, to chase the last of the hollowness in her soul away. 


Until then, her actions had felt more like those of a vengeful ghost than anything; crawling through 
the deepest, darkest pits of the Depths, confronting Fumi, all of it had been driven by that hollow 
grief and rage. But this, this hug, the love she was suddenly and overwhelmingly smothered in... 
this was real. 


She had lived. She had come home. 


When they could finally speak again, Mezou and Tsu bundled her into the living room for the 
inevitable interrogation. 


They wanted to know everything; how she’d gotten there, how she’d survived, all of it. She did her 
best to answer, without having to derail the conversation into explaining that, yes, the semi- 
legendary demigods of the Underground were real, and they had been happily married for eighty 
years. Quite frankly, that didn’t feel real enough yet to Mina for her to even be able to explain it. 


But inevitably, the questions took another turn. 


“So you and Atlas are...” Mezou began, before he looked too nauseated by the thought to even 
finish. 


Mina stared him in the eye; he was sitting in a chair across from her and Tsu, who had bundled up 
on the couch, the other woman seemingly unwilling to let Mina out of her grasp for so much as a 
second. 


“Dating? Yes. In love? Double yes. Having lots and lots of passionate, bed-breaking sex?” Mina 
replied, secretly enjoying the growing horror on Mezou’s face as she continued, “Extreme yes.” 


For a second, Mezou looked like he wanted to vomit. Tsu couldn’t help the snicker that escaped her 
mouth at that. 


“Disgusting,” he groaned eventually. 
Mina raised an eyebrow. “What?” she demanded. “Is that because I’m in love with a hero?” 


Mezou gave her a look that was part bewilderment, part understanding, and part lingering distaste. 
“Of course not,” he replied. “It’s because now [Il never be able to get the mental image of you 
and... him...” 


Mina laughed at that, as did Tsu; the smaller woman eventually fake-whispered to her, more than 
loud enough for Mezou to hear, “We worked through all his issues with you dating a hero already. 
This is just because he doesn’t like the thought of you having sex, and he really doesn’t like 
Izuku.” 


Mina blinked. “Why don’t you like him?” she asked, putting aside the usual overprotectiveness 
she’d come to expect from Mezou. 


Mezou scowled. “Do I need a reason?” he asked. “He’s fucking the woman I consider my sister. 
I’m allowed to hate his guts purely on principle!” 


“And we’re allowed to laugh at you for it, babe,” Tsu replied. 


Sadly, the joyous mood couldn’t last forever. Eventually, Mina realized that something didn’t add 
up. 


“Hang on,” she asked, “How did you know about me and Izuku, Mezou?” 
Mezou’s face shifted; soon, he wore a grim, pained expression as memories bubbled up. 


When he failed to answer, it fell to Tsu, who sadly replied, “We were there, Mina. At the Chasm.” 


Mina’s eyes went wide. “Oh,” she said quietly. “So you saw...” 
“Everything,” Mezou rumbled. 


Silence filled the room at that, the kind of quiet that rang with pain and horror too deep to put into 
words, but perfectly understood by all. 


There was nothing to say. What could possibly be explained or justified or shared about such an 
event? Every word Mina had, she’d said to Fumi, or Izuku, or to herself. Every sob and scream and 
shout was already drained away; every curse had already been hurled. Judging by the look in 
Mezou’s eye, he’d done the same. 


Then, at last, Tsu asked, “If you survived...did Izuku?” 


Mina closed her eyes, and nodded. “Yeah,” she breathed, once more thanking every god and spirit 
she could think of. She didn’t know what she would have done if he hadn’t. She didn’t even want 
to think about it. “He’s back in the Underground right now.” 


Mezou and Tsu shared a look at that; they seemed to silently agree to save further questions-of 
which they had many-for later. 


Instead, Tsu said, “If he is, then Fumi...” 
“Ts walking into a death trap,” Mezou said grimly. “And all the Outcasts, too.” 


The silence that fell this time was grimmer, yet more anticipatory. The issue that could no longer 
be put off had finally come up. 


Slowly, nervously, Mina asked, “What are you going to do?” 


Mezou stared down at his hands, then back up to Mina and Tsu, then back down. At last, he 
whispered, “I...don’t know.” 


“We can’t stay out of it,” Tsu said, in her confident way, knowing that merely by speaking it, she 
had taken it off the table. She was the reasonable one, the thoughtful one; she always had been. 
When she said something could not be done, it was not done. 


Mezou nodded. “Yeah,” he agreed. “But...but helping the Outcasts, after what happened. . .just 
thinking about it makes me sick.” 


“Even though it’s Fumi?” Mina asked softly. 


Mezou let out a breath. “Yeah,” he admitted. “Even though it’s Fumi. What he did to you...I can’t 
forgive it. I can understand it, but that’s as far as I go.” 


Mina nodded, understanding perfectly. After all, hadn’t she said that exact thing? 


Mezou turned to her. “You’re not going to ask us to join you?” he asked quizzically. “After 
everything?” 


Mina smiled sadly. “I can’t do that to you,” she said quietly. “I can’t make you choose between me 
and Fumi. I did it...and it almost destroyed me. It still might.” 


Mezou did not look away from her. He didn’t flinch. He simply said, “But you chose.” 


Mina nodded. 


Mezou leaned back. Then, he asked Mina, “Does he care about us? Your hero?” 


Mina met his eyes. “He does,” she answered. “He understands us better than even I thought-better 
than you can imagine. He grew up a lot more like us than you think.” 


“And now that he has power,” Mezou said, firm and fierce, “does he still remember? Does he give 
a shit?” 


Mina still did not look away, yellow-gold eyes blazing like the sun. “You know what he’s doing up 
there right now?” she said. “He’s standing in front of some of the most powerful men in the 
country, and telling them that they’re wrong. He is saying that the Outcasts are right, that the best 
way to stop this war before it starts is to give them what they want. He is risking everything to help 
them. If that isn’t giving a shit, I don’t know what is.” 


When Mina finished, Mezou didn’t respond. Instead, he leaned back in his chair, and folded his 
many arms across his chest. 


“So, this is what it’s come to,” he said, low and deep and dark. “Either I help heroes kill my 
brother, or I help the man who killed my sister.” 


Mina and Tsu exchanged a glance. Then, Mina stood, crossing the gap to reach Mezou’s side. 
“Tt doesn’t have to go that way,” she whispered. “He doesn’t have to die.” 


Mezou looked at Mina, his eyes tired and pained and still full of fire. “The fact that you still have 
enough hope in your heart to love a hero the way you do makes me happier than you can imagine,” 
he said softly, his voice striking like a hammer, “but I know you’ re not that naive, Mina. You know 
how this is going to end. And even if it doesn’t-Tartarus is worse, not better.” 


Mina stepped back, unable to argue. She knew he was right. 


Mezou looked away from her, and towards his wife. Her expression, wide and flat on her froggish 
face, was utterly unreadable-except by him. 


“What do we do?” he asked softly. 


In response, Tsu smiled. It was the kind of smile only love could create, so bright and sure and 
kind that it chased away the dark. 


“You know,” she answered, with her strength born of anger, her love fueled by rage. “You’ ve 
already made your choice, Mezou. I know you.” 


Mezou sighed. ““That’s what I was afraid of,” he muttered, before a smile returned to his features as 
he looked back at his wife. “I love you.” 


Tsu smiled. “I know,” she replied. She turned to Mina. 


“You need to get going,” she replied. “Before anyone realizes you’re here. Get back to the 
Underground, and tell the heroes everything you can.” 


Mina nodded, ignoring the way part of her begged to stay, to bask in the light of a place where she 
was loved and accepted so freely. As wonderful as it was, it wasn’t her home-that was Izuku. It 
would always be. 


“What about you?” she asked hopefully. 


Tsu and Mezou exchanged a glance. Then, Mezou stood, wrapping her in a ferocious hug. 
“We’ll be there,” he whispered. “We promise.” 


That was good enough, Mina decided. It had to be. 


Fumikage sat quietly in his chambers, his mind a whirlwind of emotions. 


It had been a few hours since Mina’s miraculous appearance, yet he still felt just as raw and 
agonized as he had the moment he saw her. Everything was a mess, and he didn’t know what to 
focus on. His grief at the things that were forever broken between them? His rage at her insults? 
His horror over what he had done to her? 


Or, more callously, her revelation that Atlas was still alive? He had no clue how he could replicate 
his victory over the hated hero, not when it had taken everything he’d had to win, on top of grave, 
fatal mistakes by his opponent. If he returned and learned from his previous failure... Fumikage 
wasn’t sure if he could win. 


Or perhaps it was something else, lurking underneath the freshest wounds; Keigo’s words were 
still whirling around in his head, disturbing his thoughts. 


What did he want, after it was all over? What did he believe was best? Did he even have the right 
to decide? 


He didn’t know the answers. And, just as Keigo had warned him, he feared that without them, he 
would fail the people who followed him, believing in his dream of a better world. 


He was out of options. He didn’t know what to do. And on top of it all...there was another issue, 
one rippling across his body and through his mind in waves of shadow, giving him impressions of 
an urge to get out. 


“Dark Shadow,” Fumikage said slowly, cautiously. “What do you want?” 


The dark voice in his head stirred. Shadow rippled across Fumikage’s shoulders and chest as he 
replied, ‘I’m not talking to you like this, Fumikage.”’ 


Fumikage frowned. “Why not?” he asked. 
“Turn off the lights,” came the reply. ‘Then we can talk.” 


Fumikage tensed. The cavern was one of the brightest rooms in Homeland, by sheer necessity-it 
was where Fumikage went when he was struggling to control his quirk, to rein it back in. Take 
away the lights, though...and it was nothing but a pitch-black hole under uncountable tons of stone 
and earth, a prison with just one way in or out. He’d be trapped in a twenty-foot cage with a 
monster made of nightmares. 


Was he willing to take that risk? Was his desire to know, to answer Keigo’s questions, really strong 
enough to overpower reason? 


Fumikage hadn’t even formed his answer before he found himself rising to his feet. Before he 
could regret it, he strode across the room and sealed the heavy door. Then, he reached for the 
switch next to the frame, and flipped it. 


Instantly, there was utter darkness in the room. Not a single light shone in the suffocating, inky 


black. 


Fumikage felt Dark Shadow surge against his chains, suddenly twenty times stronger, and growing 
with every passing second. His breathing quickened, hoping he hadn’t just doomed himself. 


“Alright, I did what you wanted, Dark Shadow,” Fumikage said, not bothering to keep the hitch of 
fear from his voice-Dark Shadow could read his mind, he’d see it either way. “Now, let’s talk.” 


For a second, there was no response. Then, the darkness in Fumikage’s chest coalesced and erupted 
outwards. For a moment, Fumikage felt as if something were tearing itself free of his flesh. 


At last, the shadows coalesced into a form, with a birdlike head and no limbs-a bizarre sort of 
snake, perhaps, as big around as a man’s torso, curving and curling in the air with no regard for 
gravity, attached by a narrow umbilical cord to Fumikage’s chest. 


“Ahh, that feels good,” Dark Shadow purred; Fumikage couldn’t tell if the words came from his 
quirk’s mouth, or merely echoed in Fumikage’s mind. “You really should let me out more often, 
Fumi.” 


Fumikage went tense again at the nickname. Mezou had called him that. Mina had called him that. 
Dark Shadow seemed to be mocking him, taunting him with all that his path had cost him. “Don’t 
call me that,” he snapped. “And you know why I don’t let you out.” 


Dark Shadow merely hummed in response, a low, deep, ominous sound that felt like a tremble in 
the earth, one that preceded a terrible earthquake. ‘Do I?” he asked tauntingly. 


Forcing down his growing worry that he’d made a deadly mistake, Fumikage took a deep breath, 
and said firmly, “Don’t play dumb, Dark Shadow. You know.” 


Dark Shadow turned in the air, coming to face Fumikage; his empty, glowing yellow eyes bored 
into him. ‘‘All I know is that you keep me in a cage because you’re scared of me,” he growled. 
He had claws now, sharp things that unfolded from his front limbs as they grew, his power 
strengthening the longer he basked in the utter darkness of the room. 


“T’m not scared of you,” Fumikage said, somehow managing to look his quirk in the eye. 
In response, Dark Shadow laughed, long and loud. 
“Didn’t you want to do this because you wanted to stop lying to yourself?” he asked tauntingly. 


Damnit, Fumikage was losing control faster than he thought he would. “Shut up,” he hissed, trying 
to keep himself from shaking. It didn’t matter; Dark Shadow was in his mind, he could see 
everything Fumikage felt. 


His quirk advanced on him, sinuous shadow body winding around Fumikage in circles, forcing him 
to keep turning to keep Dark Shadow’s head in his vision. “And who’s going to make me?” Dark 
Shadow rumbled dangerously. The chains were straining again, his claws growing longer, sharper. 


Despite it all, Fumikage held firm. He had not become the greatest man in the Depths by folding to 
intimidation, or by being cowed by threats. 


“Dark Shadow,” he said with steel in his voice. “You wanted to talk, so let’s talk. If you threaten 
me again, I’m turning the lights back on.” 


The sudden shift in Dark Shadow’s demeanor was stark; he stopped circling, stopped menacing 


Fumikage with his claws and size and strength. When he spoke again, his voice was softer, faster- 
the voice of someone trying to avoid a punishment they desperately feared. ‘Threaten you?” he 
said. “That wasn’t a threat, Fumi. I promise.” 


Fumikage let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. Maybe he could still maintain control 
of the situation. “And why should I believe you?” he asked, eyebrow raised. 


For a second, he dared to hope that Dark Shadow would keep up the meek, nervous attitude. But as 
time passed and he continued to grow stronger in the dark, he crept back towards danger. He 
wasn’t quite there yet, though; he was somewhere in the middle, now. 


“You really don’t trust me, do you?” he asked softly. 
Fumikage snorted, arms crossed. “How could I, after what you’ ve done?” he demanded. 


Dark Shadow seemed annoyed by that. “I’ve helped you,” he protested. ‘I’ve defended you. I’ve 
killed who you told me to kill.” 


Fumikage snapped, “And you’ ve killed more people than I told you to. You’ ve tried to kill me.” 
That seemed to get to Dark Shadow. Desperately, he insisted, ‘I would never do that.” 


Fumikage raised an eyebrow. “How many times have you threatened me, or tried to break free?” 
he asked angrily, mind filled with memories of close calls, of living in terror of hurting the people 
around him. “Actions speak louder than words, Dark Shadow.” 


For a second, Dark Shadow was quiet, and Fumikage dared to hope he’d won, somehow. But he’d 
let Dark Shadow bask too long in his own power, let him grow dangerously confident all over 
again. 


“Do they?” Dark Shadow asked, claws stretching towards Fumikage in an obvious threat. He was 
the size of a car, now, winding around and around Fumikage’s body like a serpent. ‘“Then what 
would you do if I took action right now?” 


It was too much for Fumikage. ““That’s it-“ he snarled, whirling and reaching for the switch. This 
had been a stupid idea. Dark Shadow was little more than a monster, hungry for mindless 
destruction and little else. He wouldn’t find his answers here. 


But before he could reach the switch, Dark Shadow flung himself between Fumikage’s hand and 
the switch. 


Fumikage braced for an attack, for Dark Shadow to finally turn on him. But instead, Dark Shadow 
said ‘‘Okay, okay, fine! Here’s the truth, Fumi: I’m scared of you, too.” 


Suddenly, Fumikage paused in his tracks. What? That made no sense. Dark Shadow had all the 
power, all the strength; he was eternally chomping at the bit, a bare few minutes of exposure to 
darkness away from breaking free and running wild. 


“What the hell are you talking about?” he demanded. 


Dark Shadow floated there, looking much less dangerous than he had just a minute before; he 
stretched his hands out and up, as if mimicking the human gesture for “I mean you no harm.” 


“Think about it,” he said, almost pleadingly. “If a man held this much power over you, if he 


could yank on your leash whenever he wanted, shove him back into a black box on a whim- 
you’d be scared of him too, wouldn’t you?” 


Once more, Fumikage staggered. “I...hadn’t thought about it like that,” he admitted. He’d been so 
afraid, so desperate to protect those he knew, he’d shoved Dark Shadow away, keeping him at 
arm’s length. 


Dark Shadow simply snorted in response. “‘Of course you hadn’t,” he replied. ““You keep 
thinking I’m a thing, a weapon you can call out and point at whatever you want destroyed. 
And when I don’t do that, you get scared, and shove me away. A lot like the abovegrounders 
have done to you, come to think of it.” 


That was too much for Fumikage. His mind rebelled at the comparison, at the suggestion that he 
was just like the people he hated. “I am not like them,” he snapped. 


Dark Shadow chuckled, as if he knew every emotion running through Fumikage’s head, and found 
them endearing. Knowing him, he did. ‘Actions speak louder than words, Fumi,” he replied, 
throwing his words right back in his face. 


For a moment, Fumikage wanted to spit in his quirk’s face, for all the pain he’d suffered, all the 
insults, all the fear. But...if he did, then he would be like the abovegrounders, wouldn’t he? He’d 
have reacted with fear and loathing to an attempt to reach out, to bridge a gap of understanding. 


That was what this was, he realized. Dark Shadow, for all his mistrust, all his fear, all his trapped, 
helpless rage, was trying in his way to reach out. 


Fumikage would not be who he was, would not have forged countless terrified victims and hate- 
filled monsters into an army of hope, if he could not recognize a chance to understand an enemy, to 
reach out-and in so doing, perhaps discover that they weren’t an enemy at all. 


So he fought down all the venom and pain bubbling in his chest, took a deep breath, and quietly 
admitted, “I...you’re right, Dark Shadow.” 


If Dark Shadow could have blinked, he would have at that moment; as it was, Fumikage felt his 
confusion clear as day. He’d expected to be shot down, to be dismissed. “I...am?” he repeated. 


Fumikage nodded, stepping forwards, away from the light switch, as he searched for the right 
words to say. He found them. 


“Yes,” he said; the admission, despite all the pain, despite all the self-loathing and grief and rage in 
his heart, felt oddly cleansing. “I have treated you like a weapon. I have been afraid of you.” 


Dark Shadow’s eyes narrowed. “You think that’s good enough?” he asked, suspicion plain on his 
inhuman face. 


“Of course not,” Fumikage snorted, shaking his head. “So, here’s my question: what do you want?” 
Once more, Dark Shadow looked at him mystified. ‘““Huh?” he asked. 


“You heard me, Dark Shadow,” Fumikage replied. “I’m done treating you like a tool. You have a 
choice, too, just like me. You have something you want. So...what is it?” 


For a moment, the new connection, the new balance Fumikage could feel beginning to form 
between him and his quirk, teetered back and forth, still not quite stable yet. But it had a chance- 


and that was good enough. 
Perhaps this would be his answer? Perhaps he could finally settle Keigo’s question. 
At last, Dark Shadow said, ““Freedom. That’s what I want.” 


Fumikage blinked, and disappointment threatened to overwhelm him. “Freedom from me?” he 
asked, shaking his head. “I...don’t think that’s possible.” 


And even if it was, Fumikage didn’t want to know what the cost would be. He’d made many 
sacrifices, for many reasons-but that felt too far. 


In response, Dark Shadow snorted. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Fumi,” he said. ‘I don’t want that. I 
want freedom with you, not from you.” 


Fumikage blinked, confused. “Wait...really?” he asked, trying to make sense of what his quirk had 
said. 


Dark Shadow slipped closer to him, hovering just over his shoulder. Somehow, it didn’t feel like a 
threatening gesture, the way his earlier movements had-this felt reassuring, perhaps even friendly. 
“Believe it or not, despite everything, I don’t hate you, Fumi,” he murmured softly. “I never 
have. I just wanted fair treatment-the same thing you want from the abovegrounders.” 


Surprised and more than a little touched, Fumikage said, “You really have been learning from me, 
haven’t you?” 


Dark Shadow’s expression was as close as he could get to a genuine smile at that. “I’m part of 
you, Fumi,” he replied. “Just like you’re part of me. We aren’t separate-and neither of us are 
monsters.” 


Fumikage nodded slowly. For the first time since Atlas had crashed to the earth before the Chasm, 
he let himself feel hope, let the burdens of leadership and grief and his sins ease a little. “I...see,” 
he said. “Fair treatment-I can give you that. Truce?” 


Dark Shadow nodded, curving further around Fumikage’s shoulders “‘Yes,”’ he agreed. “But that’s 
not enough, and you know it, Fumi.” 


Fumikage sighed, and nodded his head slowly. All his worries came flooding back-but this time, he 
felt just a little more prepared to face them. 


“If we’re going to do this-beat Atlas, earn our freedom, be what they want us to be-we have 
to be on the same page,” Dark Shadow warned him. ‘‘We have to work together.” 


“T know,” Fumikage whispered. He didn’t need to put his fears into words-Dark Shadow knew 
them, had always known them. 


Dark Shadow didn’t let up, though. He continued, “*You have to stop holding me back-have to 
stop holding yourself back.” 


Fumikage hung his head. When he finally raised it again, his eyes were blazing. 
“Can I trust you?” he asked his quirk. 


Dark Shadow met his eyes. ‘‘Only as much as you trust yourself,” he replied. 


For a moment, Fumikage hesitated. He didn’t trust himself. How could he? All the mistakes he’d 
made, all the people he’d hurt...what he’d done to Mina. He didn’t dare trust himself. 


Except...Keigo’s words once again came back to him. 


“You’re arrogant, Boss-and you fucking should be. You’re about the only man I’ve ever met who I 
actually think can change this rotten fucking world.” 


He thought, too, of what Craton and Faultline had told him, all those years ago, when he’d woken 
up from the most terrifying experience of his life to find two dead gods staring down at him. 
They’d taught him so much, had given him the strength and knowledge to do what he had done in 
creating the Outcasts-but they’d told him that he had to step up when he was needed, or it would all 
be meaningless, too. 


Fumikage was done lying to himself. He had to be, if he wanted to change anything. He had to trust 
himself, despite all his failures. Doing anything less would be spitting on the faith of everyone who 
had chosen to follow him. 


He closed his eyes, and said, “I...deal. Together?” 


There was only one response from Dark Shadow: *‘Together.” 


Twenty minutes later, Fumikage strode into the council, who had been putting the final touches on 
the plans for their final assault. 


The room seemed to reorient itself around him as he joined the table; he received grateful glances 
from Kamakiri, Kuroiro, and Ibara, a nod of acknowledgement from Kon, and a strange, appraising 
look from Keigo. 


He ignored all of them in favor of looking at the plans and maps arrayed on the table. It took him a 
scant few moments to absorb all the important information, before he looked back up at his 
council. 


“Are we ready?” he asked. 
Kon nodded. “Just about,” he replied. “All that’s left is to decide who’s doing what part.” 


So that was why they needed him. With the possible exception of his lieutenants, these mutants 
weren’t used to working together on an assault of this scale-if he didn’t tell them, with absolute 
certainty, what they were doing, they’d probably end up clashing with each other. Well, so be it. 


“Kon, you’ ll be leading your men,” he began, “engage the heroes, don’t let them get organized, 
keep the pressure on. Keigo, I want you providing aerial support wherever it’s needed. Take out 
any heroes who try to stop you. Ibara, you’re on support for our main force-I want you protecting 
them, getting any wounded to safety, and covering them. Obviously, if a hero is giving you trouble, 
you have permission to deal with them.” 


Fumikage went down the list, assigning commands and roles to the various people assembled in 
the room, both regular commanders and those of his council who were combatants. At last, he 
came to the final two-those who he had special missions for. 


“Kuroiro,” he said, making the jet-black man look up to meet his eyes. “You'll be starting the 
fireworks off with a bang.” 


Kuroiro raised an eyebrow. “And how will I do that, Dark One?” he asked in his cold, formal way. 


Fumikage smiled, and pointed to a section of a map that had been circled in red. “I want you to 
destroy this,” he said. “We stole some goodies from the Tunnel Rats that will help. Once you’ ve 
done that, the rest of us will have free rein.” 


Kuroiro leaned over to look at his target, then nodded. Fumikage thought he saw the ghost of a grin 
on his face. “It will be done, Dark One,” he said somberly. 


A moment later, he vanished, off to complete the first part of their assault. Fumikage knew he 
would succeed-and part of him now eagerly awaited the result. It was sure to be spectacular. 


“And what about me, Boss?” Kamakiri asked in his rasping voice. ““What’s my job?” 


Once again, Fumikage smiled, knowing that Kamakiri would enjoy this mission. He reached down 
onto the table, picking up a piece of paper-a photograph, fuzzy and indistinct, but still 
unmistakable. 


“You, my friend,” he said, “are going after our biggest obstacle.” 


“And what is that?” Kamakiri asked flatly. He had little patience for these games-but Fumikage 
couldn’t help it. They were so close, and besides, he needed a little levity after everything. 


He slid the picture over to Kamakiri, who picked it up wordlessly. When he saw who it was, his 
eyes began to gleam with a deadly light, his lips curving up into a bloody smile. 


“Ahh,” he hissed, killing intent and smug satisfaction mingling in his voice. “Him.” 


Fumikage nodded. As Kamakiri put the picture back down, he caught a flash of red from it, and the 
smile on his oldest lieutenant’s face spread to his, as well. 


“Precisely,” he agreed. “Your target is the other Top Ten hero in this city. Good hunting, 
Kamakiri.” 


With that, everything was set, and the dominoes were in motion. Nothing could stop it now. 


The Outcasts were coming. 
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As she approached the power plant, every instinct in Bloodhound’s body was telling her that 
something was wrong. And she hadn’t survived the Underground for nearly fifty years by ignoring 
her instincts. 


God, had it really been that long? Most of that time as a hero, some of it...not. The woman she’d 
been all that time ago wouldn’t recognize what she’d become. 


A shadow in the dark. A faceless mask. And worst of all, a hero. 


She shook her head to clear it. Now wasn’t the time for reminiscing about long-gone days, or long- 
gone people. She had a distress call to answer. 


The call in question had come from the power plant less than an hour ago; it had been short and 
garbled, from the plant’s head operator. All the man had said was that they had a fire of some sort, 
and the men they’d sent to put it out and repair the damage hadn’t reported in. 


Then, everything had gone quiet. The other heroes had mostly blamed faulty phone lines; those 
were pretty common down here. And besides, minor industrial mishaps weren’t a very glamorous 
thing for heroes to respond to. 


But Bloodhound didn’t believe in coincidences, or faulty phone lines. And she couldn’t give less of 
a shit about glory. So here she was, alone. Like she had been for thirty years. 


One look at the plant, and she knew she was right to come. That minor fire the plant operator had 
reported hadn’t been extinguished-it had grown. A plume of thick black smoke rose from the 
center of the lumpy, misshapen building, so large it hung over the whole sky-or what passed for 
sky down here. 


Thank god the plant was geothermal and not nuclear or something-that would have been a 
nightmare. No, the only worry Bloodhound had was for the workers inside the plant, and maybe 
for the actual power supply itself. This plant kept the lights on in the entire Underground-if it 
faltered, the whole city would be plunged into darkness. 


Maybe that was why Bloodhound didn’t storm inside, but instead slipped in cautiously and 
stealthily; call her paranoid, but it felt too much like a target for her to be willing to call it an 
accident. With the Outcasts on the move... 


As usual, the thought of the Outcasts filled her with guilt, an emotion she had been fighting for the 
better part of her life. She knew what they were fighting for-fuck, she agreed with a lot of it. God 
knew that the damn abovegrounders could have done with a kick in the pants. Perhaps if she was a 
better person, she would have known what to do when facing them. 


But she didn’t. She’d made a promise, years ago, to someone who would have known what to do, 
and by all that was holy she was going to keep it. She was going to keep his city safe for him. And 
if that meant that she spent her whole life keeping the mutants down, keeping them divided and 
hopeless and killing each other...then that was what she’d do. 


There was a lot of blood on her hands. It came with the territory-but it still haunted her. 


The smoke was even thicker and blacker inside the plant, and Bloodhound was thankful for the 
filters in her mask. She could hear the rattle as she breathed, forcing herself to keep it steady and 
even. 


With every room she checked, she grew more uneasy. There was nobody in the plant, alive or dead. 
There were signs of a struggle, yes, but only minor ones-tables knocked over, a few drops of blood, 
a single unnaturally silver hair. Whatever had happened here was definitely an attack, but... where 
was everyone? 


Bloodhound knelt down and took a deep sniff of that silver hair, activating her quirk as she did so. 


It was funny, her quirk. You would have thought it only worked for her, but she could let others 
track the people she identified. She had no idea how it worked, but seeing as it was the only thing 
that had let her be a hero in the way she had, she’d take it. 


Sure enough, the tugging in her gut pointed her deeper into the plant. That couldn’t be a good sign. 


Bloodhound continued to creep through the smoky, eerie halls of the plant-lit only by emergency 
lights and filled with the screeching sound of alarms. To a less experienced person, it would have 
been overwhelming; even with experience, Bloodhound’s honed senses were ringing. 


She ignored them, though, and soon managed to reach the center of the plant: the generators. 


There were six of them thrumming away, each the size of a house. They were immense, practically 
radiating heat, filling the whole room with the inescapable sound of churning turbines and hissing 
electricity. 


And, Bloodhound realized with a heart-stopping moment of terror, every single one of them was 
festooned with the unmistakable shapes of plastic explosives. 


That little detail instantly made her whirl around. Even though part of her was screaming to get out 
of there now, her quirk was telling her that the person she was tracking was nearby. And if they 
were the one who had planted them... 


Bloodhound tracked the sensation with practiced ease through the vast room, giving the explosive- 
covered generators a wide berth, until at last she found- 


A soot-blackened chunk of the wall, that had suddenly sprouted taunting eyes and silver hair. 


Before Bloodhound could react, her quarry moved, and suddenly the blanket of thick smoke was 
attacking, collapsing in on itself with impossible speed, choking and heavy and constricting like a 
blanket. 


Bloodhound whirled as the smoke closed in, hungry and hateful. Oddly, she found that she could 
track it-could predict its movements. She flipped backwards, dodging tendrils of smoke as they 
lunged for her. But there were just too many; one finally wrapped around her ankle, and summarily 
slammed her into the thick concrete wall. 


Bloodhound collapsed to the ground, coughing painfully; she was pretty sure she had broken a rib. 
She’d never been that great of a fighter, for a hero; her specializations were tracking, infiltration, 
one-on-one takedowns, that sort of thing. She’d just walked into a trap she could already tell 
outgunned her. 


The smoke-whatever it was-closed in, black and heavy in the right space. She could imagine it 
laughing at her. 


Instead of attacking, though, the smoke coalesced into the shape of the man controlling it-no, that 
wasn’t right. He emerged from it, like striding through an open door. The knife he held casually in 
one hand-though it was so long it was more like a short sword-had blood on it. 


“Villain,” Bloodhound snarled. “What did you do to the workers here?” 


The man scowled. “My name,” he spat, “Is Kuroiro. And I’m done running from monsters like 


you.” 
Bloodhound didn’t have time to laugh at that; the man swung his blade towards her throat so fast 
she barely had time to react. 


But react she did; in a flash, Bloodhound was on her feet, ignoring her broken ribs as she slammed 
her fist into Kuroiro’s face. He staggered back, knife passing harmlessly wide of her. 


Bloodhound lunged again, keeping the pressure on, but Kuroiro simply vanished before her fist 
connected again. A heartbeat later, he appeared from the floor again, behind her, knife already 
stabbing towards her unprotected back- 


Only to find that Bloodhound had already turned, anticipating exactly such a move thanks to her 
tracking quirk; she knew where he was before he even reappeared. She flowed instantly into a 
roundhouse kick that made solid contact with the side of Kuroiro’s head, sending him reeling to the 
floor. 


Unfortunately, his reactions were just as quick; Bloodhound’s stomp towards what should have 
been his throat struck only the soot-darkened concrete as he vanished yet again. This time, he 
reappeared from the side, rushing her. 


Bloodhound whirled easily with the forewarning of her quirk, already winding up another blow, but 
it was a feint; her kick went through the space where Kuroiro’s head had been half a second earlier, 
but he was now coming from her other side, his knife not in his left hand as it had been, but in his 
right; he had flowed through the knife like water, switching hands so smoothly it would have been 
barely noticeable to an observer. 


Experience saved Bloodhound; even without enough time to react to her quirk, her instincts had her 
turning so that the knife meant for her throat only slashed across the outside of her shoulder 
instead, tearing through the thick cloth of her costume and carving a bloody gouge into the pale 
skin beneath. 


She staggered back, growling from beneath her mask. She half-expected Kuroiro to attack again, 
but instead, he took a step back, seemingly watching her; he didn’t appear tired, but he nevertheless 
allowed the fight to lull. 


“You are an odd one,” he said, his voice bizarrely formal and deep. 


“Fuck off,” Bloodhound spat, hand flying to her bleeding shoulder, checking for damage. It was a 
deep cut, already bleeding heavily, but ultimately superficial; she lunged again, getting inside 
Kuroiro’s swing, going for the throat. Kuroiro twisted away, letting Bloodhound’s attack pass by 
harmlessly. Then he vanished again. 


Bloodhound whirled, expected to be blindsided again, but he wasn’t there. She panted hard; she 
was getting too old for this shit. She could already feel her strength fading. 


Out of nowhere, Kuroiro spoke, his voice filling the room. “To answer your earlier question, the 
workers are unharmed,” he said. “My leader...dislikes unnecessary bloodshed, and I saw no reason 
to kill them. They have been relocated somewhere safe, where they can’t cause trouble.” 


Bloodhound snorted. “How charitable of you,” she said darkly. “Let me guess, you’re an Outcast?” 


Reappearing from the smoke a short distance away, Kuroiro showed no sign of reacting to the 
sarcasm in her voice. He simply nodded, then replied, “Correct.” 


Bloodhound growled again. “So I guess you’re here to kill me, then,” she said. 


To her surprise, Kuroiro shrugged. “To be honest, I would prefer not to,” he answered. “That is not 
my mission.” 


“And what is your mission?” she asked. 
Kuroiro smiled, a soft, small thing that promised violence. “Vengeance,” he replied. 
Then, he disappeared again. A second later, Bloodhound was fighting for her life. 


Kuroiro didn’t bother with hand-to-hand this time; he was a blur, a whirling knife in the dark, 
vanishing into the black and reappearing in fractions of a second. He moved like lightning, dancing 
through the shadows as if he owned them. 


It was like fighting a ghost; Bloodhound’s quirk was the only thing that kept her alive. She knew 
where he was coming from, could always pinpoint exactly where he was. She was a whirling blur 
herself, just barely twisting aside in time to dodge knife blows, ducking under slashes and 
punches. 


But it couldn’t last forever; she was wearing down, age and exhaustion creeping up on her. And 
every time she made a mistake, each time she just barely didn’t dodge in time, a new cut was added 
to her rapidly-growing collection of wounds, bleeding her, slowing her down. 


Finally, the end came; Kuroiro reappeared at head-height, knife already flashing towards 
Bloodhound’s face; and she was simply too tired and injured to dodge in time. 


The blade slashed across her mask, and Kuroiro punched her across the face immediately 
afterwards, sending her sprawling to the floor, clutching her face. 


Kuroiro landed lightly on his feet, knife still in an easy, familiar grip. When Bloodhound didn’t get 
up again, he slowly stepped forwards, eyes hard, yet oddly cool; he seemed utterly unemotional as 
he walked towards her- 


De-woop! 


His expression changed instantly, first to shock, then to earth-shattering, eye-scorching rage as 
Bloodhound yanked off her mask. 


It was a simple thing, made of blood-soaked black cloth and shattered green glass. But on there left 
temple, there was a small circular object, now shattered by the knife blade that had passed through 
it; it was all sparking, destroyed electronics and twisted wires. 


A disguise projector. 


Bloodhound’s face-her real face, not the one she wore for the rare occasions other heroes saw her 
without her mask-was arranged into a shocked expression, though it was a little difficult to 
recognize, given that her head was that of a dog. She had the floppy ears, long snout, and sleepy 
eyes of, well, a bloodhound. 


She was a mutant. She had always been a mutant. 
Kuroiro’s face was an oil-sheen black sea of hatred, rent by raging eyes and gritted teeth. 


“And here I thought you were just another damned hero,” he spat. “But you’re something worse. 
You’re a fucking traitor.” 


With agonized effort, Bloodhound hauled herself onto her side, coughing as her broken ribs and 
bleeding wounds protested. Blood matted the fur of her face, teeth bared in a dog’s snarl. She spat 
on the ground as Kuroiro approached, bloody knife in his hand. 


“Yeah, yeah,” she growled. “Heard it all before, kid. Nothing you say can tell me anything I 
haven’t already told myself a thousand times.” 


Kuroiro scowled. “Why?” he demanded, sounding almost plaintive, hurt and shock creeping into 
his voice and making it sound younger than it was. “Surely they still hate you. You’re still a 
monster like the rest of us.” 


Bloodhound sighed. “They do,” she admitted quietly. “But I do it anyway.” 


“What possible reason do you have to betray your own people?” Kuroiro nearly shouted, leveling 
his knife at her. 


Bloodhound’s eyes were dark, haunted by pain that would never heal, shadowed by a lifetime’s 
worth of memories; ghosts of happier times, strong hands and a booming laugh and a smile that 
once put the sun to shame. Gone, now. Gone for decades. 


“Love,” she said bitterly, a broken half-smile rising on her face. “It’s always love, isn’t it? It 
makes goddamn fools out of every single one of us-even traitors.” 


For half a frozen, fragmentary second, Kuroiro hesitated, seemingly torn between rage and shock 
and grief. Then, it ended; he lunged, black-painted knife flashing forwards towards Bloodhound’s 


heart. She threw herself into the lunge in return, a wild cry erupting from her chest. 


Traitor or not, she’d still fight. Here, now, as she had every day for thirty goddamn years. She 
wasn’t done yet. 


There was a brief, frantic struggle. Then a thud, and a gasp. 


And then Bloodhound’s vision went black. 


When it was finally time to go to the Mayor’s gala, Izuku arrived in style. 


Not in a limo, of course; even if he’d been in that sort of mood, Izuku didn’t like limos. He never 
saw the point, not when he could, well...do what he was doing now. 


Which was flying across the city under his own power, wreathed in lightning, and landing 
perfectly on the red carpet with a swooping, thunderous entrance. 


Awed cries and applause sounded from the watching crowds as he stood, ignoring the flash of 
countless cameras with practiced ease. 


Ahead of him, a man in a suit announced “The Number One Hero-and a personal friend of Mayor 
Takao-Atlas himself!” 


Izuku snorted as he brushed past the man, who gave him a stunned look as he held the door open. 
In fact, quite a few of the people outside the doors looked pretty surprised. 


Then again, that was probably because of what Izuku was wearing; he was, after all, in full 
costume, with his white gauntlets, red-black boots, and long white cape. 


That was essentially unheard of; when heroes were invited to events like this, they dressed just like 
all the other guests, in suits and dresses, as if to show that they were human under the power and 
the glamor, that they could cross between their world and the world of fashion and champagne with 
ease. 


Izuku wasn’t playing that game. He wasn’t going to let this city’s upper crust-most of whom would 
be in this building tonight-forget what he was, or pretend that he was merely another one of them, 
wealthy and safe from the consequences of the world they had created. He was bringing his world, 
of violence and blood, to theirs. 


He would never let them forget what he was. Atlas, their precious pillar. The strongest man in 
Japan. 


And if his guest showed up, well...that’s when things would really get interesting. 


He hoped she would. Izuku didn’t dare let himself worry about her; she’d made a promise, and he 
would believe it to the end. She would come back. 


Of course, there was another reason Izuku was wearing his costume. Tokoyami’s 24-hour deadline 
would expire any minute now. If he chose to follow through on his threat...Izuku needed to be 
ready. 


He put all those thoughts aside as he stepped into the ballroom, the sound of the paparazzi fading 
away as the doors closed behind him. 


Sure enough, he was fashionably late; the room was already crowded with hundreds of people in 


fancy attire, filling the high-ceilinged gallery with the hubbub of wealthy people talking about 
nothing much at all. 


Izuku watched them turn to look at him as he passed through; they wore expressions of surprise, 
even worry, at the sight of the Number One Hero in full costume. 


He’d be lying if he didn’t enjoy watching them scatter before him like sheep; he towered over even 
the tallest of them, and the sight of his immense build was enough to clear a path right through the 
heart of the crowd. 


For the quirkless boy who had once been the smallest, weakest, most timid child in his class, 
growing up in a tiny apartment with his mother, watching the wealthiest, most powerful people in 
Musutafu make way for him, in no small part out of fear, was a balm for the soul. 


In that moment, he felt like a giant, striding through a crowd of ants. 


Takao was exactly where Izuku knew he’d be; in the center of it all, surrounded by sycophants and 
well-wishers. Those pulled back as Izuku came up to them, instinctively responding to the facade 
of a smile he wore-if these people had any sort of intelligence at all, they knew the stormclouds 
hiding behind that smile. 


Takao still had the greatest poker face Izuku had ever seen; the brief flash of surprise at seeing him 
in costume was immediately papered over with a beaming smile. 


“Atlas!” Takao said loudly, clearly for the benefit of those around them-and the row of cameras 
lining the edge of the room. “So glad you could make it!” 


He extended his hand, and Izuku shook it. The contrast was truly striking-Takao was not a small 
man, and yet his hand was utterly dwarfed by Izuku’s. He tightened his grip just past the point of 
comfort, mostly for the benefit of watching the corner of Takao’s mouth tighten painfully. The 
cameras flashed rapidly and repeatedly; Izuku knew that the pictures would grace the front of 
every newspaper tomorrow. Assuming, of course, that Tokoyami didn’t burn the city to the ground 
before tomorrow came. 


“Mr. Mayor,” he said, just warmly enough to be mistaken for actual respect, and not a drop more. 
“I’m glad to be here.” 


When Izuku released his hand, Takao gasped, very quietly. “Excuse me for a moment,” he said to 
the people around him. “I'd like to talk to Atlas here for a moment, if you don’t mind.” 


Takao still had all his charm; in the span of a few seconds, he and Izuku were utterly alone, their 
words masked by the general noise of the party. 


“Now what was that for?” Takao asked, mostly-but not entirely-amused. 


Izuku returned the not-quite-grin Takao had given him as he replied, “What are you talking about, 
Takao? That was a friendly greeting.” 


“If you say so,” Takao said. “One might wonder whether your... unusual attire has something to do 
with it.” 


Izuku glanced down at his costume, which was so vibrant and made him appear so much larger 
than life, he made Takao look like a rumpled child. 


“What, this?” he asked with a grin. “This is just a precaution, Takao. After all, I need to be 


prepared-there is a man threatening to destroy this city tonight, after all. Not that you seem to 
care.” 


Takao snorted. “Whatever,” he said. “Just don’t ruin my party, you hear me? Or these lovely 
reporters get the scoop of a lifetime.” 


Izuku managed to keep his smile even, when all he really wanted to do was throw Takao through 
the enormous glass windows at the far end of the ballroom, looking out over the First Level and 
the dueling statues of Craton and Faultline. 


Instead, he simply grinned and replied, “Why, I would never dream of doing something like that.” 


Takao’s eyes started to narrow suspiciously, an instinct borne out a moment later when Izuku added 
darkly, “My friends, though...well. That’s a different story.” 


Takao blinked. “What the he// are you planning?” he asked. “Whatever it is, it’s not going to work, 
you know.” 


“That’s quite confident of you,” Izuku said, his full-toothed smile not quite a happy expression, but 
more like a shark’s. “Especially since my plus-one hasn’t arrived yet.” 


Takao’s eyes went wide. “You wouldn’t dare,” he said. “You’re not brave enough to do that.” 


Izuku chuckled. “You realize I’m a hero, right?” he pointed out. “Being brave is part of the job 
description.” 


Takao backed away a step, visibly nervous. Fighting it back, he replied, “You’re bluffing, Atlas. 
Your woman hasn’t been seen in days. She’s not coming.” 


Izuku brushed aside the worries he felt that Takao might be right; he trusted Mina. She’d come. 
“We'll see, Takao,” he taunted. “We’ ll see.” 


With that, he turned his back to Takao, and began to walk away. Takao didn’t dare shout after him; 
Izuku had him right where he wanted him. 


And that, of course, is when everything went to hell-because the lights went out. 


All the lights. 


Far beneath the ground-though not so far as they had come from-a silent army emerged from the 
tunnels and crevices around the First Level of the Underground, a place that loathed and feared 
them in equal measure. 


There were thousands of them, wriggling up from cracks in the rock, ready at last to take what they 
had always been owed. All that had been stolen from them. 


As for their leader, clad in shadow, he stared up at the stony ceiling, and wished it didn’t have to 
go this way. 


“Tf only I could see the sky,” Fumikage thought. “Then, maybe, all our problems would seem 
small.” 


But he couldn’t. They had taken that from him, too. From all his people. Left them to rot beneath 
the ground, worthless, abandoned, hated. 


And now they would take it back. 


Fumikage took one last look at the First Level, with its trees and rolling stone buildings and the 
immense dueling statues at its heart. It was a shame, really; he could readily admit that this place 
was beautiful. He could have watched the gardens and the flickering, fanciful lights for a lifetime, 
if he had been allowed to. 


If only his people could have been permitted to make their own contributions to this place. How 
much greater might it have been? How much better would their lives be? 


In the end, the questions were pointless, mere distractions that Fumikage could do without. Still, he 
hesitated a few more seconds, letting himself enjoy the view. From up here, on a tiny divot in a 
sheer cliff, surrounded by men and women who would follow him to hell and back, he took in the 
beauty of the Underground, holding back the hate he held for the people who had built it. He could 
appreciate that-but he shouldn’t forget that the dueling titans at the heart of this city were a part of 
the same conflict he was still fighting, nearly eighty years later. 


Closing his eyes, Fumikage sighed, reining in the whispers in the back of his head. He would let 
Dark Shadow loose soon, but not yet...not yet. 


There was a rustle beside him, as Kamakiri stepped up to his side. Loyal to a fault, fanatic in his 
fury as always. The only man Fumikage had ever met who could trust so totally, and hate with so 
much fire in the same breath. He only hoped Kamakiri would forgive him if he failed to use that 
fury well. 


Kamakiri looked down over the city with the same flinty, stonelike expression he always wore. “I 
hate them,” he hissed. “Living like kings while we struggle for scraps.” 


Fumikage nodded idly, though he’d barely heard the words. “Not anymore,” he whispered. “Not 
anymore.” 


Kamakiri looked up at him, eyes flickering with some strange emotion-a true rarity; he rarely ever 
showed any sort of human feeling at all. Maybe he was finally beginning to understand what 
Fumikage had known from the beginning; he was not a tool, or a weapon, but the greatest man 
Fumikage had ever known. 


“What happens next?” Kamakiri asked quietly. “If we win?” 


Fumikage met his eyes, then hesitated. “I...[ don’t know,” he admitted softly. There was 
something almost cleansing about the words, the admission that he wasn’t infallible, that he was 
scared and angry and hurting and about to throw everything he had, everything he was, onto a 
desperate hope for freedom. Part of him didn’t really expect to see whatever came next for the 
Outcasts. 


But he didn’t dare think of that, even as Kamakiri raised an arm and put his hand on Fumikage’s 
shoulder. 

“Come back to us,” he whispered. “You saved us all-we need you. That’s the most important thing, 
my friend. Not vengeance, not blood, not destruction- living.” 


There were a thousand things Fumikage could have said to that. He could find the words for none 
of them. Instead, he nodded to Kamakiri, who looked back one last time, then leaped into the 
darkness, off to complete his own mission. 


Once his friend had been swallowed up by the shadows, Fumikage raised a hand to a small, 


glowing device on the side of his head, where his ears should have been. 
Fumikage tapped the communicator once, and said stiffly, “We’re in position. You may begin.” 
A rough, scratchy voice answered back, “You got it, Boss. Triggering the bombs now.” 


Fumikage waited patiently, his face a perfect mask. Thousands of feet below, so far that he knew 
the tremors he felt in the ground were mere imagination, Kuroiro gleefully pushed a button, 
triggering explosives amidst the blood and smoke of his own battle. 


Great gouts of flame erupted in the beating heart of the Underground. The geothermal power plant 
that supported the district whole shattered under the force of the explosions, crumbling like a 
child’s building blocks. Generators that had not faltered in eight decades of operation howled like 
dying animals as they tore themselves apart, the screech of steel on steel echoing throughout the 
level. A man made of inky darkness watched the fire with a passionless expression, knowing all he 
had done was start the battle. Then, he looked down at the unconscious figure slumped at his feet, 
the one he’d struck with the hilt of his knife rather than the blade, spat disdainfully, and 
disappeared into the rock without saying a word. 


The attack’s effect was instantaneous; in a single blow, the Underground went dark. The lights 
flickered just once, and then were gone. The First Level was blinded, plunged into the abyss in 
seconds. The only illumination was from tiny, self-sufficient emergency glow patches here and 
there, which did little more than give the city a faint, ominous red outline. Other than that, there 
was nothing. Not a single light shone in the jewel of the Underground. The darkness poured in. 


Below, people craned their eyes towards the now-vanished lights, eyes wide as they scrambled to 
reorient themselves. Unbeknownst to them, at the edges of the level, Outcasts slipped from cracks 
and tunnels, standing on ledges above the disoriented, blinded city. A shadow army, solemn and 
grim, like their leader. 


Fumikage raised a fist, and the man next to him mirrored the action-though he held something in 
his hand. A flare gun. It fired, and a glowing red light shot into the air above the Underground, 
followed a moment later by another, and another and another. All along the walls and streets of the 
Underground, the signal flares burned in the stagnant air, like dying, bleeding stars. 


Fumikage closed his eyes, feeling the light fade away, and the monster stirring as the chains 
weakened. It could sense the weakness, the rot that lay below the surface. It knew the time had 
come. 


“Are you ready, Dark Shadow?” he asked his quirk, his oldest, truest friend. His enemy. The one 
way he would ever change this damned world. 


The answer he got back was an amused snort, friendly in a cold, deadly, hateful sort of way. Dark 
Shadow replied, “I’ve always been ready. Let me loose, Fumikage.” 


At long last, Fumikage smiled. “No holding back,” he agreed. “Nothing left.” 
He opened his eyes, and he and Dark Shadow thought as one: “They will pay.” 


He stopped keeping the monster chained. He stopped worrying about the future. He stopped caring 
what would come next; here, now, there was only the simple joy of finally being free. Finally 
letting himself be what he was always meant to be. 


Fumikage took a heavy, thunderous step, grunting as the darkness surged around him, shadows 


erupting like lava from his flesh. He stepped forwards again, already more densely cloaked in 
shadow than he had been when he defeated Atlas. His eyes were empty, glowing red, his face 
swallowed up by Dark Shadow. 


Finally, with one last whispered prayer, he threw himself over the edge of the cliff, vanishing into a 
rapidly-expanding shape in the dark, consumed utterly in a fraction of a second. Behind him, the 
men and women he had picked up from the gutter, had given a purpose, had turned into an army, 
charged, filling the air with a blood-curdling cry. 


It was nothing next to the sound that filled the air a moment later, though. It was inhuman, 
unimaginable, loud enough to be heard through the entire city. It was the sound of dark, shadowy 
flesh surging outwards, of a beast made of night taking shape, a hundred feet high, undefined in the 
darkness, but vast beyond comprehension, with an avian head and jagged talons and more power 
than any one man should have ever had. 


Fumikage laughed as he fell into the dark. Dark Shadow’s embrace wasn’t choking, or restrictive; 
it was an embrace, a loving hug that wrapped around his whole body and made him more. He was 
not trapped, not barely maintaining control, not out of control; he and his quirk were, finally, in 
harmony, thinking the same thoughts, fighting the same war. The coin had not landed on one side 
or the other, but had, impossibly, balanced perfectly on its edge. 


He planted a hand as large as a building on a wide boulevard, watching people scream and run 
below him. Part of him relished the terror; part of him, even now, mourned it. 


He ignored the civilians, as did his army; they had a different target. Fumikage began to tear his 
way through the city, brushing aside buildings as easily as a man might brush away the branches of 
a tree. All around him, the Underground began to burn. 


The Outcasts had come. 
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Mina’s desperate sprint up from the Depths was like one long held breath, a constant bracing for 
something to happen. A chase, an attack, some signal of the apocalypse she now knew was 
brewing beneath the city. 


But there was nothing. She made the trip back to Aegis in frantic silence, alone in the dark except 
for the sound of her own breathing. She wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not. 


She made it back to Aegis in record time. Instead of bothering with the front door, she simply used 
her usual route-straight up the side of the building via handholds now well-melted into the very 
stone, and right into the window of Izuku’s office. 


She slipped inside quietly, but the man in the high-backed chair behind the desk still noticed her. 
Somehow, even with his back turned, he knew who she was. 


“Mina,” Ejiro breathed, relief plain in his voice as he swung to face her. “It’s good to see you alive. 
You really had us worried.” 


Mina blinked in surprise, followed by worry. “Ejiro?” she asked, confused. “What are you doing in 
here? Where’s Izuku?” 


Ejiro winced a little at that, but before he could explain, another voice piped up from one of the 
other chairs. A short, black-haired girl stood in alarm, asking, “What the-Red Riot, who’s that?” 


Always skittish at the best of times-and these definitely weren’t the best of times-Mina jumped 
backwards in alarm, acid pooling in her hands before she even knew what she was doing. Luckily, 
she saw the look on Ejiro’s face; more irritation than shock, and an apologetic set to his eyes. 


“Mina, it’s fine,” he told her reassuringly. “This is Akari-one of the heroes here. Akari, this is 
Atlas’s girlfriend, Mina.” 


The girl-Akari-made an understanding sound as she nodded her head. “Oh, yeah, that makes 
sense,” she said, with the slightly embarrassed tone of a young, eager student. “Uh...nice to meet 
you?” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. Without responding to Akari, she turned to Ejiro, and asked, “Why is she 
here2? 


Ejiro heaved a long-suffering sigh that Mina had rapidly become very familiar with, shook his 
head, and muttered, “It’s a Jong fucking story. But you don’t have to worry; she knows everything, 
and she’s trustworthy.” 


Mina still hesitated, but honestly, she had far bigger issues at the moment than whatever was going 
on there. “Okay,” she said bluntly, drying off her hands on her acid-proof clothing, “Now, Ejiro, 
where is Izuku?” 


Ejiro nodded. “At a gala across town,” he replied. 
Mina blinked. “What the fuck?” she demanded. “Why? Fumi’s going to be attacking tonight!” 


Ejiro’s eyes widened, ever so slightly. “Wait, you’re sure?” he said. When Mina nodded, he asked, 
“How do you know?” 


Mina snorted. “I infiltrated their base, obviously,” she replied dryly. 


Akari made a shocked noise at that, while Ejiro-already used to Izuku’s bullshit as he was, and 
rapidly becoming inoculated against Mina’s-merely raised an eyebrow. Then, he cursed under his 
breath. 


“We’re not ready,” he said. “We’ve evacuated most of the civilians from the lower levels at this 
point, but we need more time to get the rest out-not helped by the fact that the fucking mayor is the 
one throwing that gala, and he’s refused to help get the word out!” 


“Oh,” Mina said, suddenly understanding. “That’s why Izuku’s there, isn’t he? He didn’t have a 
choice.” 

Ejiro nodded heavily. “Yeah,” he agreed, before turning to Akari. “Holo!” he barked, getting her 
attention. “Uravity and Creati should be on patrol in the Market district. Find them and warn them 
of the situation-tell them to rally as many heroes as they can, because things are going to get 
fucking hairy out there if we can’t get Izuku out of that fucking party before the Outcasts attack.” 


Akari, to her credit, didn’t hesitate or ask any questions. She simply nodded and sprinted straight 
past Mina, flowing out the window and onto a surfboard-shaped platform of razor-thin glowing 
light that appeared right beneath her feet. Without a word, she was speeding away, dodging corners 
and disappearing from view in seconds. 


Mina and Ejiro exchanged a look. “Dll say this for the kid,” Ejiro sighed. “Nosy as she is, she’s a 
damn good hero.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow, though whether it was at the inherent contradiction she saw in the term 
“good hero,” or at something else, she wasn’t sure. “What is she, eighteen?” she pointed out. 
“That’s not all that much younger than we are. Why are you calling her kid?” 


Ejiro snorted. “Because she is,” he said, more somberly as he went on. “She’s well-trained, but she 
didn’t fight in a war like me and Izuku, or survive the wrath of the Depths like you did.” 


Mina nodded at that. Izuku, Ochako, Momo...her and Mezou...even Fumi...they were young, yes, 


but they were veterans and survivors, hardened and tempered by a lifetime of war before they 
turned twenty-five. Akari...hadn’t been. That wasn’t a bad thing at all-nobody should have to grow 
up like they did-but it meant she was...different. Greener, maybe. 


A dark thought crossed her mind. “If she survives tonight, she’ll have done both,” she pointed out. 


Ejiro met her eyes, and for a moment, he was not the easygoing, smiling man who’d accepted her 
so readily, or the grinning force of nature he was as a hero. He was a scarred, tired man who’d 
fought one war, only to end up leading another. 


“Tf,” he murmured darkly. Mina nodded, knowing all the unsaid things that accompanied that 
single word. 


None of them might make it through the night. Not her, not Ejiro...not Izuku. 


“What do we do now?” she asked. “I’ve gotten a few reinforcements on their way here, but they’ re 
not going to be here for a little while.” 


Ejiro looked like he wanted to ask what she meant by reinforcements, but clearly decided he had 
too much to say to bother. Instead, he replied, “Well, ’ ve been coordinating with half a dozen hero 
agencies already-we’re not ready, exactly, but we at least know an attack’s coming, so we’ll be 
able to fight back. Do you have anything else you can tell me about what the Outcasts have 
planned?” 


Mina shook her head regretfully. “I had to beat a pretty quick retreat,” she said. Ejiro sighed. 


“Fair enough,” he told her. “Just...we really need Izuku right now. He’s better at this shit than I 
am-on top of everything else he’s better at. I’m much more of a frontline brawler than, well...a 
leader.” 


Mina shrugged, but she couldn’t help but chuckle as she realized the opportunity she had. Maybe it 
didn’t fit with how dire their situation was...but seeing Ejiro like this, scared and stressed and 
worked nearly to the breaking point, just felt unnatural. 


So, she dryly cracked, “Apparently one of those things he’s better at is the fairer sex, too, if ’'m 
anything to judge by...” 


Ejiro raised an eyebrow, then clapped a hand to his chest as if she’d mortally wounded him. “Oh, 
please,” he scoffed. “Just because he went and fell in love with the most...” 


Mina gave him a look, and whatever adjective he was about to use, he seemingly caught halfway, 
changing it to, “Unique woman in the world, doesn’t mean he’s better than me. Trust me, his sex 
life before you was...well, not.” 


Mina snorted at that. “If you say so,” she replied. “Anyway...you need him? Then I'll go get him.” 


Ejiro blinked. “Mina,” he said warningly, “He’s at a very public event right now. More rich and 
powerful people than you can imagine, heavy security, every TV camera in the city...you go in 
there, you'll get seen, guaranteed.” 


Mina nodded, crossing her arms. “I know,” she said heavily. “But I’m tired of hiding. And like you 
said, we need him to survive the night.” 


Ejiro looked like he wanted to protest, but visibly thought better of it. “Okay,” he sighed. “Just... 
make sure your entrance is suitably dramatic, all right? I want Izuku’s stupid face to be plastered 


on TV screens for the next decade.” 


Mina couldn’t help but giggle at the thought. “Don’t worry,” she said loftily. “I'll be sure to leave 
him speechless.” 


Ejiro grinned. “Good. He looks like an idiot when you surprise him.” 


Mina was mid-laugh when the lights went out. For a second, she and Ejiro just stared at each other 
in the darkness, frozen. Then, there was an unearthly sound-louder than a jet engine, a wild, 
terrifying shriek of pure rage that filled the air, covered the whole city like a suffocating blanket. 


As one, obeying very different-but also similar-instincts, they raced towards the window. 


What they saw was a demon out of a nightmare. A monster made of shadow, swallowing the 
horizon, all smoky limbs and screeching jaws and talons the size of buildings, destroying 
everything in its path. All around it, tiny shapes were moving, like ants swarming over tree 
branches. An army. 


It was too big to really comprehend, especially in the all-encompassing black. They could only 
really get glimpses of it-a swinging arm, a wide-stretched jaw, the way it carved apart whole 
buildings without even really meaning to. This-this was a monster in the truest sense, a thing made 
of congealed darkness and nightmares. 


“My god,” Ejiro breathed as the worst came to pass. “That’s...” 


He trailed off, too awestruck, too terrified, too understanding to speak. Ejiro had watched demigods 
clash in the ruins of Deika City, had watched his best friend destroy the closest thing to an avatar 
of evil Japan had ever seen-and he was still shocked by the monster that now loomed over the city. 


Mina had grown up knowing the face that was now distorted and screeching hellishly over the city. 
She had called it her brother. She had watched those glowing eyes as she was thrown over a cliff to 
her doom. 


She nodded numbly. The hairs on the back of her neck were up, her whole body on a hair-trigger. 
Fight or flight reactions. “Fumi,” she agreed, barely above a whisper. ““He’s here.” 


Mina and Ejiro shared a look; they knew that they were out of time. But Mina knew Fumikage 
better. She knew that, for all his rage, for all his fury, he was no unthinking beast. He had a 
purpose. More than that, there was no way that Fumi would do this without- 


Mina’s eyes went wide as she spotted motion outside the window, a ragged black shape leaping 
from building to building-aiming right for them. She shouted, “EJIRO, GET DOW-” 


Too late. The window exploded, and Mina ducked under whirling razor blades, missing 
decapitation by half an inch. Kamakiri, his eyes glowing with hate, burst through the shattering 
glass, moving too fast for the eye to see, all glinting blades and abrupt brutality. 


Mina’s self-preservation instincts saved her...but Kamakiri wasn’t here for her. And his true target 
had far weaker instincts. 


Mina leaped to her feet, acid pooling in her palms, only to freeze in horror as she finally registered 
the weak choking sound coming from across the room, where Kamakiri had tackled Ejiro into the 
wall. Kamakiri grinned savagely as Ejiro’s eyes bugged out, his whole body transfixed as he tried 
to make sense of the blade buried deep in his neck, slashed lengthwise across his throat. 


Kamakiri’s expression was full of savage glee as the hero went still, shock still visible in his eyes. 
His surprise had been total-and fatal. 


“T got you, you bastard,” Kamakiri hissed, his voice gloating. Mina couldn’t move. She couldn’t 
even think. She was frozen, stuck watching Ejiro die. 


Somehow, impossibly, Ejiro raised his eyes to meet hers. She saw the shock in them, saw the light 
that was starting to fade. 


“Go,” he mouthed, eyes full of an emotion Mina couldn’t place. “Find Izuku.” 


All the things they’d said, the abrupt shift from mirth to horror, all of it came crashing down on 
Mina in an instant. She wanted to fight. She wanted to rage. It had all come too fast, but Mina 
refused to be numb. Not for Izuku’s best friend. The war she’d feared was here, and it had already 
taken so much from them both. What more did they have to give? 


But she knew Ejiro was right. Izuku needed to know. Izuku needed to be ready. And if they won 
today, Mina would make sure that Kamakiri died screaming. 


That would be her vengeance. Mina nodded once, as Ejiro used his remaining strength to grab at 
Kamakiri’s blade, making sure she could get away. 


Mina slipped away out the window, tears beading in her eyes, and was gone. Her heart was 
burning, burning with the same venom she’d felt when her hands had been around Himiko Toga’s 
neck. 


Someone would die for this. 


When the lights went out, Akari nearly crashed face-first into the side of a building. 


She cursed as the abrupt, total darkness swallowed everything; only the few glowing emergency 
panels lining the streets remained active, providing barely enough light to see her own hand in front 
of her face. 


Akari pressed a button on her mask, instantly activating the night-vision mode. Once more, the 
world opened up. 


When it showed her what was swarming down from the sheer rock walls around the city, she 
almost wished it had stayed closed. 


Mutants were pouring into the Underground, thousands of them, swooping in on wings and paws 
and engines. Dark, misshapen things were appearing in the streets, laughing as the sound of 
screams began to fill the city. And all of it, all the terror, paled in comparison to the monstrosity 
looming over the city, so large even her night-vision couldn’t possibly track it. It seemed to fill the 
whole stone sky, a dark mass of claws and wings and screeching jaws, sweeping through the city 
and tearing into anything in its path. 


Akari forced herself to look away. She was so close to the Market district; she had to get there, 
army be damned. Red Riot had trusted her with a message-a message Uravity and Creati probably 
didn’t need, at this point, but still. And failing that...she was a hero, and the Market district was 
relatively lightly defended. They needed backup...and she was all that was coming. 


So, Akari put her head down, and sped through the rapidly-burning city, determined to do her 
duty. 


As she leaped between buildings-knowing that the speeding surfboard she’d have preferred would 
draw too much attention-she saw heroes boiling out to face the mutants, forming lines and 
shepherding terrified civilians backwards; where they were going, she didn’t know. The mutants 
were emerging from everywhere, slipping from holes the heroes hadn’t even known about. They’d 
all be surrounded, attacked from behind; chaos would be spreading from one end of the city to the 
other. And of course, any defense they mounted was pointless, so long as the sky-filling kaiju 
rampaging through the city was on the loose; that thing would sweep any heroes aside with ease. 


Still, Akari ran with everything she had. She made it so close, too. But then, something whistled 
through the air like a knife, headed straight for her back. 


She heard it just in time to twist, so that instead of burying itself in her spine, the object carved a 
gash into the outside of her shoulder instead. The shock and pain made her stumble; instead of 
landing smoothly on the roof she was aiming for, she struck it awkwardly and rolled, knocking the 
wind out of her and battering her body against the stone. 


Whatever had hit her whizzed away again, but Akari knew better than to lie there; she was on her 
feet again in seconds, clutching her bleeding arm and ignoring her screaming ribs as she hurled 
herself aside. A moment later, twelve sharp objects slammed into the ground where she’d been 
lying. 


This time, she got a good look at them; they were maybe a foot long and blood red, shaped like... 
Feathers? 


The whistling sound came again; this time, Akari summoned a wall of light around her with barely 
a gesture. More feathers slammed into it, making the shield creak, but not break. 


Akari heard another sound, then; beating wings. Looking up, she saw her attacker. 


“Terribly sorry about this,” the slim, youngish-looking man with enormous wings and blond hair 
told her. He landed lightly on the other side of the roof, wickedly sharp, curved feather-swords in 
his hands. “But I’m afraid ’m going to have to kill you.” 


An oddly formal way to announce your murderous intent, that. Akari grunted, and a disc of solid 
light suddenly flung itself at the man, only for him to almost lazily dodge it. Another whistle, and 
the disc was smashed apart by what could only be another one of his feathers. 


A second volley of feathers shot towards her, and she blocked them with a lightwall again; this 
time, though, it had been cover for the man to charge. Akari’s eyes widened as he leaped over her 
wall, twin swords stabbing downwards towards her. 


Her arms went up, and instead the two blades slammed into either end of a long, glowing bo staff; 
the man’s eyes widened a fraction as he found himself locked in a clash of weapons, until Akari 
forced him back with another projectile. 


“Ah, pardon me,” he said apologetically. “I forgot, it’s terribly rude to try and kill someone without 
proper introductions first! My name is Keigo. ’'m a member of the Outcasts. And who are you?” 


Akari wasn’t sure if this man was insane, or if he was merely playing with her, but either way, she 
was not about to lay down and die. She was a hero, dammit. 


“My name is Holo,” she hissed, body braced, fingers glowing ever so faintly as they gripped the 
staff. “And I’m going to beat you.” 


Keigo grinned. “Oh, I have no doubt you'll try,” he replied. “Well, then. Let’s have some fun, 
Holo!” 


His wings flapped, and suddenly he was airborne again. A shower of feathers slammed 
downwards, and Akari was fighting for her life. 


Even so, she was still smiling. 


In the center of the market district, Ochako and Momo watched with horror as the lights went out, 
and the enormous monster erupted into being in their city. 


Of course, the twenty mutants that ambushed them from hidden tunnels less than a minute later 
were a pretty good confirmation that they were under attack, in case the kaiju wasn’t good enough. 


Honestly, twenty? Ochako thought that that was just insulting. Didn’t they know who they were 
dealing with? 


Once that group was all on the ground, unconscious, tied up, or both, Ochako and Momo only 
needed one glance at the already-crumbling buildings the monster was tearing into, the horde of 
mutants pouring into the city, visible even from this distance, and all the screams and shouts of a 
war erupting to know how fucked they were. 


“Well,” Ochako said, glancing at Momo. “We’re in some deep shit now, aren’t we?” 


Momo raised an eyebrow. “Deep shit” is an understatement,” she replied dryly. “We’re 
surrounded by enemies, massively outnumbered, being attacked by an eighty-foot-tall shadow 
monster, and the only man capable of stopping that shadow monster is stuck in a high-society gala 
at the other end of town.” 


Ochako snorted. “I prefer my description,” she decided. "It's shorter." 


Momo shrugged. “Whatever you say,” she said in the oddly formal way that she used when her 
mind was a million miles away, planning. 


Ochako glanced behind them. There were a dozen other heroes with them, from various agencies; 
the cooperative patrols they’d set up had been hastily-arranged and rushed, sure, but the heroes of 
Musutafu, and the Underground in particular, were used to that. They’d managed. Even now, as 
their world was burning around them, these dozen were simply waiting expectantly, seemingly 
certain that the legendary Uravity and Creati would come up with a plan to win. 


A brief jolt of absurd laughter rushed through Ochako at that. The part of her that would always be 
a poor, hungry girl from a tiny little town found this whole situation hilarious; heroes, hanging on 
her every word? Her, a famous-and rich-heroine, looked up to and admired all across the country. 


Madness. Almost as mad as the monster tearing through this city, or the Underground itself. 


Finally, Momo stopped looking at whatever device she’d created, presumably to tap into the 
tactical Hero Commission network. “Alright, here’s the plan,” she announced, looking towards the 
other heroes. “Half of you, come with me. We need to get to Atlas, and get him out of that damn 
party. After that, we’ll get the mayor to safety-I have no doubt he’ll be one of the targets. I haven’t 
been able to contact Red Riot-or anyone else at Aegis-so be ready to fight our way through any 
Outcasts we come across. Uravity, you take the other six and head towards the far end of the 
Market district-we don’t have anyone there yet. Find as many civilians as you can and get them 
heading towards the Grand Elevators; they’re already operating in emergency evacuation mode, 


and they’ve been secured by a team from Rampart Agency.” 
Ochako nodded as the other heroes made noises of assent. “Any other advice?” she asked Momo. 


Momo met her eyes, and something that would have been a smile if they weren’t so utterly 
screwed crossed her face. She answered, “Don’t get killed.” 


With that, she headed off with her team, and Ochako broke into a dead sprint, accompanied by her 
own. 


They got barely four blocks before they made contact with the enemy. A wall of mutants were 
barreling down a wide avenue, sending tourists and civilians screaming ahead of them. It was 
madness, chaos in its purest form; even Ochako’s trained, experienced senses could only catch 
snippets. A rampage here, a desperate flight there...there were fewer casualties than she’d half 
expected, and most of them seemed to be minor heroes. The mutants seemed to be avoiding 
civilian casualties. That was as much of a blessing as she dared ask for. 


As they began to send civilians toward the Grand Elevators, Ochako paused for a moment as two 
other heroes took on a large man who seemed to be made mostly of brick. Nodding towards 
another hero, she idly asked, “How much you wanna bet this is gonna get worse?” 


The young man-clearly fresh on the job, perhaps six months graduated from a hero school-blinked. 
“Uh...I don’t think it will, Uravity,” he replied. “I think we’ll be okay.” 


Naturally, that was when the row of townhouses down the street exploded, and a second wave of 
mutants surged through the gap, racing down the rapidly-emptying street and towards the 
defensive line the heroes had established. 


That wasn’t the worst of it, though. That was the mutant at the forefront of the attack-though it 
took a second for Ochako to realize that it was a mutant. A tidal wave of vines had overrun the 
broken ruins of the townhouses, a seething, writhing bed of thorns that raced down the street, 
cracking stone and burying buildings as it came towards them. And at the center, riding the crest of 
the swelling vines as if it were water, was a woman. Her hair flowed outwards into the living tide, 
every movement accompanied by the colossal tendrils, every expression on her face followed by a 
fresh surge in the growing vines. 


The worst part of all, though, was her face. It was perfectly normal-quite pretty, even. And it was 
marred by the purest, most burning expression of hatred Ochako had ever seen. This woman-who 
looked like a demigoddess, an inhumanly powerful being as only a few quirks ever managed-was a 
fountain of righteous anger, a glowing nexus of rage that her men seemed to feed off of, and that 
Ochako understood perfectly. 


She’d worn that expression before. She’d been that woman before. And now she had to stop her. 
The woman raised an arm, and pointed straight at them. She shouted, “Destroy them!” 


The response was a wordless how! from the mutants, all of whom charged as one towards the thin 
line of heroes, accompanied by vines so numerous and powerful they shattered the stone as they 
surged forwards. 


Just before they struck the line, Ochako gave the hero who had spoken a long-suffering look, and 
chuckled, “Lesson one, rookie: never assume it can’t get any worse.” 


And then the world collapsed into nothing but blood and death. 


The Grand Elevators were a symbol of Musutafu, their legendary speed and efficiency a point of 
pride for the whole city-well, the half of it that was allowed to ride them, that is. 


And they’d need every last bit of that fabled speed today. 


It had been barely fifteen minutes since the power had been severed-the Elevators were connected 
to the aboveground grid, a failsafe that was proving its life-saving necessity today-and already, the 
terminals were packed full of people, desperately trying to flee the Underground as the streets ran 
red. They were like rats, fleeing the ship, and try as they might to get every last person through the 
doors and out into the sun as quickly as possible, the operators were simply contending with too 
many people to move fast enough. 


And of course, the mutants knew the importance of the Elevators, too. Cut them off, and everyone 
in the city would be trapped-hostages to the Outcasts. The heroes knew it, and had set up rings of 
defenses around the Elevators, their only line of reinforcement and evacuation. 


In response, Fumikage had sent a single man-Chojuro Kon. 


The Chimera and his squad crashed through the heroes’ lines, sending them flying with a blood- 
curdling howl. Hastily-erected wooden barricades splintered and shattered under his paws like 
kindling. Behind him, the rest of the Ten Kings’ wedge followed him into the breach, blades and 
claws and teeth flashing as they laid into the heroes. The other mutants were bad enough for the 
heroes, but none of them could even hope to stop Kon himself. Their attacks bounced off the nine- 
foot monster like pebbles off a tank, barely even irritating him. 


Kon punched one of the masked figures in the gut, making him crumple to the ground, coughing up 
blood. A second hero charged him, only to be lazily backhanded and sent flying into a building. 


To the heroes’ credit, they didn’t run. Kon found himself impressed by that, in a way. It didn’t stop 
him from cutting through them like a hot knife through butter, of course, but he could still 
acknowledge that it took serious guts to stand up to him, the avatar of everything these heroes 
feared and hated the most. 


Despite their courage, it took less than thirty seconds for the heroes to fold completely, their line 
shattering as they were driven back by the sheer force of Kon’s onslaught. Soon, he stood alone in 
the middle of the street, panting with exertion. Drawing himself up to his full height, Kon threw the 
limp figure of another hero aside, leaving the man to groan weakly on the side of the street. 


That had been the last line of defense. Before him, Kon saw the enormous glass doors to the 
terminal itself, beckoning him like the gateway to another world. 


He was closer than he’d ever been to the sky; he wondered what it would be like, to live in a world 
that didn’t end, that was blue and bright and warm. Maybe he’d see it someday. 


But for now, there was one last obstacle. 


There were four heroes somehow still standing, clustered tightly in front of the doors; on the other 
side, there was nothing but civilians. Nobody to stop Kon from taking out the Elevators 
themselves. 


Not one of those last heroes was unhurt; they had broken limbs, bloodstained costumes, terrified 
eyes. Not that it really mattered; they would have all died even if they were untouched. None of 
them could stop Kon. 


Kon chuckled. “You bastards really don’t know when to quit, do ya?” he grunted. 


There was no response. The heroes just raised fists, or summoned weapons. Kon, though, wasn’t in 
that sort of mood. He simply opened his jaws, and took a nice, deep breath. 


The heroes trembled when they saw the orange flames brewing in Kon’s throat, but still, they 
didn’t move. 


But before Kon opened fire, there were footsteps. Heavy and rapid, making the earth shake with 
every thud. Too heavy to be a man-a normal one, anyway. 


Kon started to turn his head, trying to pick out the source of the footsteps in the pitch-black. But 
before he could, the blur was on him, and a fist larger and stronger than any he’d ever been hit by 
before slammed into his lower jaw. 


The impact snapped his head back, and Kon lost control of his fire-breath in shock. An enormous 
jet of fire erupted upwards into the air, to the screams of the civilians inside the terminal. For a 
brief moment, the mad darkness was illuminated, thrown into dancing shadows of smoke by the 
sheer heat and light of Kon’s breath. 


Kon reeled backwards, completely blindsided, and his attacker didn’t even stop moving; they just 
shoulder-charged him at top speed, a gargantuan blur of black and white. 


Kon went flying, and landed hard on the asphalt. He was on his feet again in a blur; decades of 
street fights had made him understand that staying down was a death sentence. His eyes snapped 
up, blood-red and full of murderous intent. 


Who the hell had hit him? No hero could punch like that-and whoever had slammed into him was 
too big to be a hero, anyway; they’d been nearly as large as Kon himself. That meant... 


Kon’s teeth were bared a second later when he saw who it was. It might have been a smile-but his 
deadly eyes stayed the same. 


“Well, well, well,” he chuckled. “I thought the Outcasts killed you, you bastard.” 


His attacker’s expression was hard to read; having the head of a killer whale didn’t lend itself well 
to human body language. His eyes, though-those were clear as day. And as Kugo Sakamata stood 
between the Chimera and the Elevators, his enormous bulk a wall between monsters and the 
innocent, his eyes were like steel. 


“You know me, Chimera,” Kugo said, a murderous grin similar to Kon’s slipping into place. “I 
don’t die easy.” 


Kon laughed. Oh, he’d been half-expecting some bright-eyed youngster, trying to live up to stories 
of dragonslayers, trying to protect people. But Kugo...oh, Kon sure knew him. All old gangsters 
knew each other, by reputation if nothing else. And what a reputation Kugo had had, back in the 
day. 


“Oh, I know you, Kugo,” Kon said mockingly, licking his lips. “And I know you may not die easy, 
but you fool easy. What do you think you’re gonna do, getting in my way? You think you’re gonna 
be a hero?” 


Kugo snorted. “Of course not,” he replied. “I ain’t a hero. Never will be. But I’m here, and ’'m 
needed. That’s enough.” 


Kugo’s men growled, starting to close in on the solitary figure of the orca-man. Before they could 
get close enough to strike, though, Kon raised his hand, and they stopped. 


Kugo’s face didn’t show it, but his eyes shifted. He knew why Kon had stopped them. Kon was 
perfectly happy to let his troops slaughter their way through lesser mooks-but a man like Kugo 
deserved better than being mobbed. This-this was more than one tiny battle in the war raging all 
around them. This was a Depths tradition, going out in one last blaze of glory as the world changed 
forever. Man against man, monster against monster, legend against legend-and to the victor go the 
spoils. 


The last duel. 


Kon stepped forwards, drawing closer to Kugo, who did nothing but tighten his fists. The sounds of 
battle raged everywhere in the Underground, a city burning around them, monsters and demigods 
shattering the stone sky above. But here, there were just two men, towering over everything around 
them, in an odd, brief pause before the bloodshed began again. The eye of the storm. 


“You're a fucking traitor, old man,” Kon snarled. 


Kugo’s eyes hardened. “I’m not the one who’s spent a lifetime selling his own kind, Kon,” he 
answered, his voice deceptively soft. 


Kon grinned. “Maybe not,” he agreed. “But I know who you are, Gang Orca. You’re one of the 
deadliest men the Claws ever had. You’ve spent your life killing your kind. You think that makes 
you any better than me?” 


Kugo shook his head. “No,” he said. “I’m every bit as damned as you are. But there’s something 
else we’ve got in common.” 


Kon snorted. “Oh? What’s that, you old fool?” he demanded. 


Kugo met his eyes as he lowered himself into a fighting stance. For a moment, Kon felt something 
stir in his chest; it might have been respect, were he not getting ready to rip Kugo’s heart from his 
chest. Or perhaps the respect was because of that. 


Kugo smiled, ever so slightly. “Simple,” he said. “We’re both old fools. You and I, we’re just 
stupid, damned old men fighting a young man’s war.” 


“Let’s end it, then,” Kon growled, eyes alive with murderous delight. 


Kugo’s eyes were just as bright, just as hateful, as Kon lunged towards him, claws outstretched. He 
caught Kon’s fist on his shoulder, ignoring the wounds Kon’s claws opened as they raked across 
his skin, and buried his own fist in Kon’s gut. 


“Yes,” he agreed through gritted, monstrous teeth. “Let’s.” 


Mina would never be able to explain how she made it across the city as it tore itself apart. 


She was on pure autopilot, finding handholds and footholds by sheer instinct, acid flowing and 
melting into stone without even registering it. Her mind was a whirling storm, but at the center was 
the calm of a single thought: she was going to reach Izuku. She was going to make it to the only 
safe place she’d ever known. 


She passed over streets stained red with blood, over desperate, bloody struggles between mutants 
and heroes, past a thousand little battles for life and death. She barely even saw them. Even as 
Fumi screeched in the background, tearing his way through heroes and buildings alike, she kept 
her eyes facing forwards, never looking back. 


At some point, she was chased. Men with wolves’ heads howled after her, women with wings and 
talons swooped down to intercept her. She didn’t care. All of them either fell far behind, shaken by 
her whirling, gravity-defying sprint along sheer walls and up buildings, or if they persisted, got a 
nice blob of acid to the face for their trouble. 


Finally, as she drew near, there was only one pursuer left-and one she recognized. The gargoyle- 
man from the complex where she’d attacked Toga, all those weeks ago. It felt like a different 
lifetime, and yet, he was there, hurling his spears-and, worst of all, floating in the air directly 
between her and the enormous hall where the gala was taking place. 


At that point, Mina was sprinting full-out along a long, high roof, nearing the edge-beyond it, there 
was only open air, the enormous glass window of the hall filling her vision, and the gargoyle-man, 
his arm stretched back to throw, his expression gleeful. 


Mina gritted her teeth as a spear slammed down a foot in front of her, forcing her to jump aside as 
she raced towards the edge. 


She had one option. One chance, one mad leap to get to Izuku. She was done letting people keep 
her from him. 


It wasn’t a matter of if she could do it. It was a matter of whether or not she could live if she didn’t 
at least try, and she knew the answer to that. 


She reached the edge. She jumped. 


The gargoyle looked up at her in shock as she reached the apex of her leap, his arm still poised to 
throw, one last spear in his grip. She was so close to him, he couldn’t possibly miss. 


She felt the spear clip her cheek, opening up a bleeding groove. She didn’t care. She was in free 
fall, seemingly frozen in midair; it was as if the whole world was holding its breath. 


The man cried out as she crashed into him; he screamed as her acid-coated hands grabbed his face. 
His wings folded, and he plummeted from the air, driven backwards by Mina’s momentum. 


Together, grappling, they crashed through the great glass window, and into the building. 


To the partygoers’ credit, they didn’t panic when the lights went out. 


That was about all the respect Izuku was willing to give them; instead of panicking, an outraged 
shout rose from the crowd, as though the power outage was a personal insult, and the electrical 
grid would shortly be hearing from their lawyers. 


As a chorus of complaints rose, Takao stood, calling for attention and desperately trying to be 
heard over the shouting. He finally managed to call out, “Please, everyone, remain calm! I’m sure 
it’s just a minor issue, and it will be resolved shortly, I assure you!” 


Izuku doubted that. One glance out the massive window, and it was clear that this was a city-wide 
outage. Only the hum of backup generators had kept the smaller emergency lights in the gala hall 
itself on; there were no chandeliers, no string lights, nothing. 


A power outage in the whole city? That was too much of a coincidence to take, not on a night like 
tonight. Every instinct in Izuku’s body was screaming that that was the moment he’d been bracing 
for all night. 


He stood, marching towards Takao as the mayor tried desperately to soothe the crowd. He seemed 
to be stressed beyond belief; presumably he didn’t like the thought of the bad press he’d get for 
such a faux pas at his gala. 


Rats, all of them. These were the people Izuku was supposed to protect from the Outcasts? 


“Takao,” he said, trusting in his stature and costume to make people listen. Sure enough, his voice 
carried, and soon both Takao and a large portion of the crowd around him were looking at him. 


Takao beamed as he approached; loudly, he said, “Ah, Atlas, just the man I was looking for! Tell 
them this is just a simple issue-a faulty circuit breaker or something! All is well, I’m sure!” 


Izuku crossed his arms. He didn’t even have to think to respond-he was already a million miles 
away, trying to uncover the Outcasts’ plans. He had a horrible suspicion it wouldn’t matter. 


“Actually,” he said, loud enough to be heard by everyone. “I’m pretty sure we’re under attack. I 
suggest evacuating these people to the basement of the building.” 


That sent a ripple of fear through the whole room. Once more, things threatened to devolve into 
chaos, people in fancy clothes beginning to panic, only for Takao to shout them all down. 
“QUIET!” he roared, then continued in his usual simpering voice, “Atlas, ’m sure you’re just 
being paranoid! We’re perfectly safe here!” 


Takao’s smile no longer reached his eyes; he was glaring at Izuku, promising retribution so clearly 
he didn’t need to say a single word for Izuku to understand the intent. Unfortunately for Takao, he 
simply no longer cared. 


Izuku never got a chance to respond; instead, something came barreling through the circular 
window of the hall, shattering the whole thing into jagged pieces that rained down on guests. 


Instantly, Takao’s control shattered; the whole room seemed to scream in panic, pulling back from 
the struggling figure-no, two figures, Izuku realized. Two people, seemingly in the midst of a 
brawl, had crashed through the glass, and onto the raised dais at the end of the hall, where Mayor 
Takao was presumably supposed to have given a speech. 


People in dresses and tuxedos scrambled backwards towards safety as one of the figures stumbled 
to their feet; the other one wasn’t moving, an enormous, misshapen lump on the ground. For a 
moment, it was like a spell had been cast on the room; every face was turned to the dais, to the 
hooded, cloaked figure who watched them all, every breath held in anticipation of... something. 


Then, their hood fell back, revealing pink skin, and Izuku’s eyes went wide. 


When Izuku saw Mina standing there, for a moment, he forgot it all. He forgot the screaming of the 
partygoers, the raging storm on the other side of the shattered window, the monster made of 
shadow and smoke he could already see tearing his city apart. There was only Mina, her cloak 
thrown back, her mask nowhere to be seen, her pink skin bared to the flashing lights of the cameras 
that drank in the scene like black holes lined up against the far wall. 


The smile on her face was cracked and worn; she looked like she hadn’t slept in a day, blood was 
trickling from a cut on her cheek, and there seemed to be tears in her eyes. 


She was the most gorgeous thing he’d ever seen. In that moment, he was reminded of the stray 
thought he’d had the first time he’d seen Mina’s unique, gorgeous face; in another time, in another 
place, she would have been a queen. 


“Fuck “another time,” Izuku amended to himself. “She’s a queen now.” 


Without even realizing it, he stepped forwards, white cloak swirling around him as he sliced 
effortlessly through the whirling chaos of the collapsing party. People fell in behind him, went still 
as he stepped forwards to meet the intruder. The camera flashes grew brighter, as they always did, 
wherever he went. He was Atlas-of course they followed him, like planets orbiting a star. 


He stopped before her, lightning flashing across his skin. The world seemed to hold his breath, 
hundreds of people hanging on his every movement as they waited for him to challenge the 
invader, to throw the mutant out, to do something. 


Mina met his eyes, and smiled. There was nothing somber or painful about this smile; for a 
fragment of a second, there was only joy on her face, the sort of relief only someone who had 
forgotten what home felt like finding it at last can feel. 


She stepped forward, and before Izuku could do anything, she grabbed him by the collar and 
pressed her lips to his. 


Izuku’s eyes went wide, but there was nothing he could do but relish this one last moment of peace; 
even as the camera flashes and shocked gasps behind them made it clear they would never know it 
again. 


Mina pulled back, and Izuku opened his mouth to stammer, to ask questions, to wonder why she’d 
just done what she did. But before he could, she put her finger to his lips, and smiled once more- 
just for the two of them. 


“T told you I wouldn’t run away,” she said. “I told you ’'d come back.” 


Izuku could only nod dumbly, he was so overwhelmed by relief and joy and abject shock all at 
once. 


“God, it’s good to see you,” he murmured. “But, Mina, you just-” 
“T know what I just did,” she replied. “And I couldn’t care less. Let them see us.” 


Izuku couldn’t help but smile at the strength in her voice, then. This was the Mina he loved, the 
one who came out of every nightmare, every tragedy, with golden eyes gleaming and defiant, 
raging kindness at her core. This Mina could tear the world apart, and rebuild it however she 
wanted. This was the only woman he’d ever love. 


At last, the moment ended. There was still a war to fight, one he wasn’t sure he could win. But 
now...now he had a chance. 


“What’s the situation?” he asked, glancing at the raging darkness outside.” 


Mina looked worried, but she answered, “Bad. Fumi turned into...that. I don’t know how far he’s 
gone-or if he’s even still in there. This...he might have given Dark Shadow control. And if he 
has...the only way to stop him is probably to kill him.” 


Izuku nodded numbly. “I don’t want to do that,” he admitted. “Anything else?” 


Mina’s eyes glinted at his admission; they both knew they disagreed on that-one of their many little 
ironies-and they both knew this wasn’t the time to argue about it. “Most of the city is crawling 

with Outcasts at this point,” she told him. “Ochako and Momo are apparently in the Market district, 
but I don’t know how they’re doing. Ejiro is...” 


Mina hesitated. She didn’t know how to say it. How could she say it? It had happened so fast, she 
still barely believed it herself. And yet...Ejiro was... 


Izuku snorted. “Ejiro’s fine,” he assured her. “I’m sure he is.” 
Mina shook her head. “No, Izuku, he’s-” she insisted, only for Izuku to raise a hand. 


“Mina,” he said quietly. “I have known Ejiro for most of my life. He’s a tough bastard. Whatever 
you think happened, we’ll all be laughing about it in a week, I’m sure of it.” 


Mina opened her mouth to argue...then stopped. She wanted to believe. And now wasn’t the time. 
“Anything I can do?” she asked. 
Izuku nodded, then gestured with his head towards...the mayor? 


“Get him out of here, and into a bunker or something,” he said. “It might take some convincing to 
get him to move, but he has to.” 


Mina blinked. “You....want me to protect the guy blackmailing us,” she said dryly. “Why?” 


Izuku met her eyes. “Because,” he replied, “Whatever else he is, he’s still the mayor, and if the 
Outcasts kill him, there will never be peace. We need to get through this night without him getting 
so much as a scratch.” 


Mina nodded reluctantly. “Fair enough,” she said. “But still, why me?” 


Izuku grinned, then, the kind of mildly sadistic smile that very few ever saw the Number One Hero 
wear. 


“T didn’t say the convincing had to be gentle, did I?” he asked, his voice just as dry as Mina’s. 
The eager smirk on Mina’s face told a story all by itself. 

“You are one evil motherfucker under the costume, aren’t you?” she asked. 

Izuku grinned. “And you love it,” he replied. 


Mina wasn’t sure which one of them was smiling wider at this point, and she didn’t really care. She 
simply told him, “You better believe I do.” 


Then, it was time. Izuku pulled away, lightning already crackling over his skin. Slowly but surely, 
he rose off the ground, Float activating. 


It took all of a few seconds for him to become too bright to stare at directly; a green sun, rising 
beneath the ground. Mina stepped back as Izuku unleashed everything, holding back not a single 
drop of power, summoning all he had. Lightning bolts sparkled and danced, humming with deadly 
purpose as Izuku turned to look at the shattered window, and the monster beyond it, so vast there 
seemed to be no outline to it, no point where regular darkness ended and nightmare began. 


This would be the fight of his life-but he was used to that. 
Just before the light became too much to bear, Mina called out, “Izuku!” 


The man made of thunder-the demigod hiding inside her plain, awkward, dorky boyfriend-turned 
to her, smile almost as blinding as his glowing body. 


She met his eyes, and said, “I came back to you, like I promised. Now you come back to me, you 
hear me?” 


Izuku’s smile was sad and brilliant all at once. “Always,” he whispered. 


And then he was gone, a glowing streak of light shooting through the window and into the air, 
streaking towards the monster Mina had once owed her life to. 


And the war for the Underground began in earnest. 

Mina took a deep breath. She had her own part to play in this...and she might as well enjoy it. 
She strode up to Takao, an evil little smile on her face. 

“So,” she said mildly. ““You’re the bastard trying to use me against my boyfriend.” 


Takao hadn’t just lost control of the crowd-he’d lost control of his face, too. His expression was 
pure, unabashed hatred as he glared at Mina. 


“You,” he seethed. “The little mutant girl.” 


Mina grinned-more to bare her teeth than to show amusement. “Me,” she agreed. “Now, come with 
me. You need to be safe for this night to have any chance of ending well.” 


Takao narrowed his eyes. “And if I don’t?” he asked mildly. 


Mina smiled wider as acid bubbled up in her hand. “Oh, be my guest,” she said. “It’s been a while 
since I’ve gotten to castrate somebody.” 


Takao was quite happy to follow her lead after that. 


Meanwhile, across the city, two men grappled in the shadows of an office, blades glinting in the 
near-pitch black. 


Kamakiri was so high on the victory of killing a Top Ten hero, he’d barely noticed the traitor’s 
escape. He couldn’t care less. That wasn’t his mission. His mission had been to kill Red Riot. And 
he’d done it. 


“How does it feel?” he taunted, batting away Ejiro’s feeble attempts to push him off. He’d 
managed to shove the larger man right up against the wall, his blade still deep in Ejiro’s neck. “To 
know that you’ ve lost? We’re going to take everything from you heroes, everything we should 
have always had.” 


Ejiro didn’t respond. Slowly, his eyes closed, and his breathing slowed. His grip on Kamakiri’s 
wrist gradually went slack. Flush with victory, Kamakiri made to withdraw his blade. As 
significant as the death of a Top Ten hero at his hands was, he had much more blood to spill today. 


But the blade wouldn’t move. It was stuck. Kamakiri yanked at it harder, teeth grinding in 
frustration. 


Then, impossibly, the dead man opened his eyes, and grinned. 


Ejiro bared sharp, jagged teeth as his skin crystallized, sharpening as it hardened in a wave. He 
seemed to grow as his outline grew deadlier, more brutal in its angles and lines. Fingers 
transformed into claws, and his chest-visible through his torn, shredded shirt-took on the 


appearance of unbreakable stone. 


“About that,” the impossible, unkillable hero grunted. “Sorry to spoil your fun...but it’ Il take more 
than a piddly little ambush to kill me.” 


Kamakiri’s eyes went wide. “How?” he demanded, fighting with all his strength to free his elbow 
blade from what should have been a mortal blow. It wouldn’t budge. Why wouldn’t it budge? 
“How are you still alive?” 


Ejiro raised his talon-like hand up, expression brutal and mocking, and Kamakiri’s eyes followed it 
straight to the answer he’d been looking for. 


As it turned out, Kamakiri had been able to move fast enough to strike Ejiro before his skin could 
harden. But he hadn’t been fast enough. In the fraction of a fraction of a second after Kamakiri’s 
blade broke the skin, but before it could go deep enough to be fatal, Ejiro’s hardening had finally 
reacted, suddenly rendering his body absolutely impenetrable. Kamakiri’s blade was, impossibly, 
now trapped in a groove not even half an inch thick in the side of Ejiro’s neck, a bloodless canyon 
carved by the force of his deathblow. Somehow, the hero had reacted just in time to not only 
survive the lightning-fast attack, but to utterly trap Kamakiri’s blade. 


“Tt’s simple,” Ejiro grunted at Kamakiri as his jagged, clawed hand clenched around Kamakiri’s 
blade. “I ain’t planning on dying here. Not to you.” 


Kamakiri strained and struggled desperately, trying in vain to free his blade as Ejiro’s grip 
tightened, getting stronger and stronger. Almost invisibly, a spiderweb of tiny cracks began 
spreading up and down the length of the blade as Ejiro squeezed down. 


The outcome was inevitable. Kamakiri screamed in pain as his blade was shattered, ripped right off 
his body by Ejiro’s immense strength. Around the point of the blade’s snapping, metal shards 
dropped to the ground as Kamakiri reeled backwards, clutching his arm. Ejiro yanked the upper 
part of the broken blade free of his neck, revealing an empty gash. 


Kamakiri hadn’t even managed to make him bleed. 


Scoffing disdainfully, Ejiro broke the remaining part of the blade over his hardened knee before 
tossing the fragments away. Then, he threw Kamakiri out the window. 


Kamakiri landed with a thud on the stone, growling in pain as his ribs protested. As he hauled 
himself up, Ejiro leaped out after him, landing on the street below with an earth-shaking crash that 
didn’t seem to bother him at all. 


“Tt took some balls to try that,” Ejiro told Kamakiri, a strangely eager light in his eyes. “But if you 
come at me...you better hope you don’t miss your chance. Because you only get one.” 


Kamakiri groaned as he fought to stay on his feet. A fresh blade erupted from his forearm, but the 
pain of the shattering still lingered. His eyes were full of hate. He may have missed his best chance, 
but he was still one of the best fighters in the Underground. He wasn’t done yet, not by a Jong shot. 


“You'll pay for that,” he spat. More blades erupted across his body, until he was bristling with 
deadly edges, one mistake away from slicing Ejiro to ribbons. 


Ejrio grinned, hungry and brutal, jagged teeth gnashing together. He settled into a fighting stance, 
each man watching the other warily. 


“Feel free to try and make me,” he said. “But this is my city, Outcast. You want it? You’re gonna 


have to go through me.” 


Kamakiri lunged, and Ejiro’s forearms deflected his blades in a shower of sparks. All around them, 
the Underground bled. 
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Izuku rose over the Underground like a brilliant green sun, casting light-however faint and 
flickering-across the steely dark stone. 


He could hear cries below him as he soared past, shouts of terror and joy, shock and rage and a 
thousand other emotions. He ignored all of them; here and now, he could only afford to focus on 
one thing: his enemy. 


There was no more time for regret, no chance for second thoughts. He didn’t want to be here-but he 
knew the rules, knew them as well as any denizen of the Depths. 


When the chips were down and you had no other choice, you fought to kill-because you could be 
damn sure the other guy would be, too. 


A horrifying screech filled the air as Izuku shot towards his target. He’d been seen. 


In even the faintest light, rather than the utter blackness he’d cast the city into, Tokoyami’s form 
was even more horrifying. A hundred feet long, with an immense, jagged head and a sleek, sinuous 
body that didn’t seem to end so much as it simply...faded at the edges. He had immense arms, with 
talons the size of buildings, but he still seemed to almost be floating, as if he didn’t need limbs. 


As Izuku watched, he turned with a shriek, hatred plain on his monstrous face. Whatever he’d 
become, whatever demon he’d unleashed-it loathed the light, wanted to tear it apart. 


Perhaps it might have fled-but not tonight, of all nights. Tokoyami attacked. 


Quick as lightning, the monster was shooting across the city, leaving shattered buildings in its 
wake as it flowed towards him. Claws like city blocks reached out for Izuku as their momentum 
brought them clashing together. 


A shockwave rippled across the entire city as Izuku’s fist slammed into the seething black mass. 
100% right off the bat this time-no playing around, no holding back. Not anymore. 


Tokoyami coiled around the blow, twisting in impossible ways as he swiped at Izuku, forcing him 
back. He flipped over an outstretched talon, only to find another slamming down from above. With 
no other option, he caught the blow. 


For a brief moment, the two brought all their unimaginable strength to bear against each other, 
before Izuku leaped away again, letting Tokoyami fall as his counterweight suddenly vanished. His 
talons slammed into the street below, flattening buildings and carving deep gouges into the stone. 


Izuku could have followed up on the momentary opening that afforded him, but instead, he 
shouted, “Stop this, Tokoyami!” 


Tokoyami whirled as he rose once again, but instead of attacking immediately, his immense form 
shuddered with what might have been laughter. 


“I’m not surprised you’re still alive,” he rumbled. “‘You’re damned hard to kill, Atlas. But I 
am surprised that you still think you can talk your way out of this.” 


So, Mina was wrong. Tokoyami was still in there. Whatever deal he’d made with his quirk, 
whatever chains he’d let loose-he was still in control, at least partially. Maybe this could end 
without Izuku becoming a killer again. 


Without warning, Tokoyami swiped again, but Izuku blurred, moving too fast for the eye to catch. 
A split second after Tokoyami’s claws rent empty air, he struck the mutant in the flank like a 
battering ram with a flying kick, sending him reeling into another row of townhouses. The 
buildings crumpled like toys as he slammed into them, but even tons of falling stone and brick 
couldn’t slow him down for long; he clawed his way free quickly. 


Izuku floated overhead for a moment as he did so. He was already too deep; might as well try and 
keep talking to Tokoyami. Maybe it would distract him-or maybe the mutant was wrong, and this 

could end peacefully, even now. It was a foolish dream, and Izuku knew it; but protecting dreams, 
however foolish, was what he did. 


“What you want is right, Tokoyami!” Izuku called out. “It always has been.” 
Tokoyami growled as he rose to his feet. ‘“Then get out of my way,” he replied. 
Izuku shook his head. “TI can’t do that,” he said. “But if you stop, maybe we can-” 


It was foolish even as it left his mouth, and he never got to finish the thought anyway. Tokoyami 
lunged for Izuku again, claws flashing, but once more Izuku was too fast for him. This time, 
though, Izuku’s counterattack, too, only found empty air-Tokoyami was just as fast. 


There was no time for words, then, as Izuku let himself get lost in the adrenaline, the howling 
monster tearing at the sky in an effort to rip him to pieces. He flowed under a swipe, punching up 
and into the creature’s jaw, sending it reeling; Tokoyami recovered in an instant, coming after him 
again. 


It was a terrible dance, a push and pull of light and shadow. It was the first time Izuku had gone all- 
out for so long in nearly a decade-Fumikage was the greatest opponent he had faced since 
Shigaraki’s death, he could tell that already. He’d spent so long at 100% now, he was less a man 
and more of a living lightning bolt, a whirling storm of electricity nipping at Fumikage’s heels. 


A massive claw blindsided him with a shriek, and Izuku was just barely too slow to catch it. He 
was slammed into a stone wall with enough force to shatter city blocks, the whole dark mass of 
Fumikage’s quirk hurled against him in an effort to crush him from existence. 


Izuku spat blood from his mouth, feeling more trickling from a cut on his forehead. This...this was 
exhilarating, as awful an admission as it was. 


Fumikage drew back, his form as vast as a mountain, eyes the size of buildings glowing with hate. 
“I’m going to kill you, Atlas,” he hissed, voice shaking the very stone. “I won’t let you keep us 
from the light any longer.” 


Izuku laughed as he rose to his feet once more, feeling boulders fall and shatter around him. His 
eyes were glowing, his expression feral. He would have been horrified by it...but he wasn’t Izuku 
right now. He was Atlas, in all his terrible glory, the greatest killer Japan had ever seen, the 
monster they had made to protect themselves from their own cruelties. And he would not suffer a 
challenger. 


“We’ll see about that,” he chuckled, brightening until he was painful to look at. Then, he charged 
forwards, barreling into Fumikage once more. 


He would not fail. Not again. 


Mina didn’t even have time to think about how ridiculous it was to trust her with keeping Takao 
safe as she led him out of the building. 


Seriously, Izuku thought she was a good option to protect him? 


Or maybe she was just the only option. That thought removed any levity from her expression as 
they plunged into the pitch-black streets. 


There was a great plaza out in front of the venue, full of wispy trees and absolutely zero cover. 
Mina started scanning the rooftops, half-expecting to see an ambush coming. Before she could, 
though, Takao came to a stop behind her, puffing hard; political mastermind he may have been, but 
he was also an out-of-shape middle-aged man. He’d be mincemeat for any Outcast who got to him. 


“Where the hell are we going?” he demanded, his face red. Behind him, his bodyguards-a group of 
eight men in bespoke suits and earpieces that Mina had sized up as more or less useless the moment 
she’d laid eyes on them-finally caught up. 


Mina snorted, not even turning her head to acknowledge the mayor. “Somewhere where he can’t 
follow,” she replied, raising an arm. 


Takao followed her finger to the monster in front of them, peering through the haze and the tiny 
pools of red light from emergency lamps in an attempt to make out the impossibly massive shape 
that flickered in and out of view, backlit by streaks of green lightning that wound around and 
around the smoky form. His eyes went wide. He hadn’t gotten a good look at it inside the building, 
robbed of his night vision by the ballroom lights. Now, he saw what he had wrought in all its 
monstrous glory. 


“My God,” he breathed. “What is that?” 


“People I care about tearing each other apart,” Mina thought bitterly. “The first person I ever 
trusted, and the man I love, and they’re both in danger. From each other.” 


She kept her mouth shut, though; she had bigger issues. 


How the hell was she supposed to figure out where to stash Takao to keep him from getting in 
trouble? She didn’t know the level well enough to even start to consider it, let alone how she was 
going to protect him all by herself. 


She was disturbed from her dark thoughts by Takao’s bodyguards shouldered past her, running 
down the stairs and into the plaza. They raised their guns, pointing them down one of the streets 
that fed into the round plaza. 


Mina squinted at what they were so worked up about. Had they seen something? If they had, they 
were idiots; no gun on earth would be able to stop the Outcasts, let alone a couple of dinky 
handguns. 


Luckily, though, it turned out to not be the assault Mina feared. Instead, a squad of costumed 
heroes soon emerged from the gloom, brushing past the bodyguards with ease and disdainful looks 
on their faces. At their head was a woman Mina recognized. 


Mina turned to grin at Momo as the tall woman came sprinting up, face pale. That grin didn’t reach 
her golden eyes. 


Momo’s own eyes brushed over her without realizing who she was; understandable, considering 
the fact that Mina had put her hood back up. It was a stupid gesture, and she knew it, considering 
what she’d just done-but sue her for not wanting to think about the fact that the whole world knew 
her face, now. 


Instead of lingering on her, Momo turned to the mayor. Formally, she said, “Greetings, Mayor 
Takao. It’s good to see you unharmed.” 


Takao snorted. “Likewise, Creati,” he said humorlessly, beady eyes gleaming in the dark. 
“Although the circumstances could be better.” 


Momo chuckled darkly; it was a sound Mina had never expected to hear from the posh, slightly 
sheltered woman she’d met aboveground what felt like a lifetime ago. It was the sound of a 
veteran, of a jaded soldier in a situation that they knew was fucked beyond all hope of recovery. 


“Who is this?” she asked, turning back to Mina. 


Takao’s eyes gleamed, and Mina realized that maybe letting the weasel talk wasn’t a great idea. 
“This... mutant is threatening me,” Takao hissed darkly. “I think she’s working with the villains 
who are destroying the city. I would suggest you arrest her, Creati.” 


It was such a boneheadedly cynical play, Mina genuinely couldn’t believe it. But then, Takao had 
no shame-and no idea that Mina and Momo knew each other. 


Momo snorted dismissively, clearly just as inured to Takao’s bullshit as Mina was. But still, just to 
be sure, Mina simply responded by throwing back her hood, and giving Momo a casual wave. 


“Hey, Momo,” she said, grinning. “Been a while. How’ ve you been?” 


Momo blinked, clearly caught a little off guard. She gave Mina a “Where the hell have you been?” 
look, dry and just casual enough to make it clear she didn’t believe Takao for a single second. Mina 
just shrugged back. 


Then, as if they were just catching up over drinks, Momo waved back, and casually asked, “Hey, 


Mina. How’s the boyfriend?” 


Mina wasn’t looking at the mayor, but she heard his choked, confused inhalation as she snickered 
to herself. “Oh, you know, fighting a giant shadow monster,” she snarked, jerking her thumb over 
her shoulder. At that moment, the lightning flared again, outlining the avian head of Tokoyami’s 
shadow as it roared, recoiling from a blow that packed enough force to shatter mountains. 


Momo chuckled, even though she was perfectly aware of just how dire the situation was. “Typical 
of him,” she joked. “Run off to go hog all the glory while we get stuck with the grunt work.” 


“Hey, don’t lump me into this,” Mina shot back. “It’s not my job to handle bastards like this one.” 


She gestured over her shoulder again, this time at Takao, whose eyes were practically bugging out 
of his head. “Y-you know this mutant?” he spluttered, as if the concept of people interacting was 
utterly alien to him. 


Momo crossed his arms, looking thoroughly unimpressed. “She has a name,” she informed the 
mayor. “And of course I know her, she’s dating my best friend.” 


Takao looked as if he was about to protest, or maybe have a nervous breakdown, but at that 
moment, all hell broke loose. 


Out in the blackness, one of Takao’s bodyguards suddenly went down with a scream, twisting as a 
bloody gash was carved across his shoulder and chest by what seemed like an invisible blur. 
Already jumpy, his comrades responded by whirling towards his slumped figure and opening fire, 
shattering the stillness of the plaza with the sound of gunfire and blinding muzzle flashes. 


They didn’t hit anything, of course, but they did make a great signal that the time for talking was 
over. Momo and Mina both whirled towards the threat, Mina’s hands filling with acid, Momo 
pulling a terrifying-looking cannon from beneath her cloak with a deadly, practiced familiarity. 


For a heartbeat, all was still as the remaining bodyguards stopped firing; everyone waited with 
bated breath for whatever had attacked to strike again. 


Then it obliged; one of the heroes, his hands glowing with a faint light, shouted in pain as a knife 
was suddenly rammed into his upper arm seemingly from nowhere, and a booted foot swung 
through the air and slammed into the side of his head. 


Once more, there was gunfire, but this time the shadowy blur didn’t simply melt away-or if it did, 
it returned half a second later with a vengeance. It carved through the heroes and bodyguards, 
headed straight for- 


“Well, duh,” Mina realized. “Of course they’re going for the fucking mayor.” 
As Momo opened fire, Mina simply...closed her eyes. 


She wasn’t like these heroes. She hadn’t spent her life in the sun and the rain, hadn’t learned to see 
in a world with more light than she could even imagine. Her eyes-the eyes Izuku loved so much- 
were used to being secondary. She was used to darkness, true darkness, where the only guides were 
sound and touch-and she’d spent a lifetime learning that in a fight in that blackness, the slightest 
movement of the air could be the difference between life and death. 


That was why, instead of plunging into her neck, the blade that erupted from the wall behind her 
passed through only empty air, as Mina twisted like a gymnast and threw a ball of full-strength acid 
directly into the face of the silver-haired, inky-skinned man holding it. 


Sadly, not all of it hit; instead, the man ducked back into the wall the second he missed. The acid 
didn’t miss entirely, though-the man’s shoulder and arm were still drawing back into the wall, and 
they got splashed heavily with burning liquid. 


There was an abrupt, cut-off cry of pain, and Mina found herself under attack again from her 
blindspot-only for Momo to pull a gleaming, semi-translucent staff of some kind of crystal directly 
from her shoulder and slam it into the man’s face like a bat. 


The two women, acting on instincts from a hundred battles, put their backs to each other as the man 
flipped end-over-end and landed on the hard stone with a grunt. 


“Nice try, asshole,” Mina couldn’t help but call out. 
Kuroiro growled as he lunged to his feet. “You,” he hissed, low and dangerous. “The traitor.” 


Mina bared her teeth-calling it a smile felt like a lie, as the only emotions in the expression were 
menace and savage delight. “Me,” she agreed humorlessly. 


Kuroiro scanned the plaza, full of bleeding, downed men he’d carved through with less effort than 
a normal man would have taken to squish a bug, before his eyes landed again on Takao, who was 
now huddling in the alleyway behind Mina and Momo. Several men-more bodyguards, apparently- 
were coming up behind them, starting to bundle the mayor off back down the alleyway. One 
glance, and Mina and Momo knew the plan; Kuroiro would have to get through them to make it to 
Takao. 


The Outcast raised his knife.“I had come for the mayor,” he said, voice dark and dulcet. “But I 
think I'll start with you.” 


Mina snorted. “Try me,” she retorted. 
In response, Kuroiro disappeared, blurring into the ground like a shadow made of ink. 


In those stretched-out seconds, waiting for him to reemerge, Momo leaned over, her voice quiet but 
deceptively casual. 


“So, were you actually threatening the mayor?” she asked casually. Mina got the distinct 
impression that Momo was more curious than upset. 


She simply snorted in response. “The asshole was standing in a half-ruined building waiting for 
Fumi to come step on him like a bug,” she replied. “You bet your ass I told him that if he didn’t get 
moving, I’d burn his tiny fucking balls off.” 


Out of the corner of her eye, Momo gave Mina a look that might have been respect, or might have 
been disbelief. “You threatened to castrate the mayor,” she repeated dryly. 


Mina just nodded. “It worked, didn’t it?” she pointed out. 


Momo sighed. “You know what? I guess it did,” she agreed. “If we all survive this, I'll have to 
learn that trick. Threatening civilians isn’t exactly heroic, though.” 


Mina couldn’t help it. She laughed out loud. 
“Then it’s a good thing I’m no hero,” she drawled with a wide, toothy grin. 


Then, Kuroiro popped into existence again, knife already slashing, and the time for talk was over. 


Mina rolled under the abrupt attack, acid already flowing. 
She was in for the fight of her life, but for the first time in a long time, she had backup. 


It was time to teach this fucker a lesson. 


The only signs of the ferocious battle being waged in front of Aegis Heroics were sparks and the 
horrific sound of clashing metal and stone. 


Every time Kamakiri attacked, his blades met Ejiro’s forearms or chest, scraping as they were 
deflected with steady, precise movements. Showers of sparks heralded every blow, tiny fragments 
of blade and skin alike shattering and flickering in the pitch-black. 


Ejiro found himself sweating, just a little. Kamakiri’s attacks were largely useless, yes-but the 
mutant wasn’t stupid, or weak. He was fast as hell, so fast that Ejiro had only survived this long 
because Kamakiri was only aiming for a tiny handful of weak points, and Ejiro knew every one of 
them far too well to be surprised. It was like fighting a swarm of bees-impossible to hit, impossible 
to dodge, every blade aimed towards Ejiro’s eyes or mouth; Kamakiri had him pretty damn well 
figured out, it seemed. This fight was demanding more of Ejiro than any fight had in years-enough 
to make him worry a bit. 


Not that it mattered too much. Ejiro only needed one opportunity to end this-he could stretch fights 
out for hours if he needed to, simply weathering the storm, utterly impenetrable in his skin. 


Hopefully, though, he wouldn’t need to wait hours. Just until Kamakiri made a mistake. That was 
growing more likely by the second, he judged-Kamakiri was clearly getting frustrated. 


“Just die already,” the mutant hissed as Ejiro caught another slash, fingers like jagged shards of 
rock closing around Kamakiri’s blade and forcing him to pull back or risk getting dragged right 
into a punch. 


Ejiro chuckled as Kamakiri leaped away, returning to the same prodding search for weakness he’d 
settled into once he’d failed to assassinate Ejiro with the element of surprise. “Now why would I do 
that?” he asked casually. “This is just getting good!” 


Kamakiri snarled with rage, then struck again, once more moving too fast for Ejiro to track. He 
brought his hands up, ready to protect his face from- 


With a sound like a thousand nails on chalkboard, Ejiro caught a blade as it whistled straight 
towards his eye, his grip tightening casually around the razor-sharp metal. Kamakiri came to a 
screeching halt, off balance and spitting as he tried to shove through Ejiro’s guard. 


Ejiro grinned, about to say something else to rile the mutant up and make him sloppier, but just 
before he could, he noticed the gleam in Kamakiri’s eye. 


Then, the blade he’d been gripping suddenly shot towards his eye, nearly doubling in length in a 
flash. Ejiro reeled in shock, clutching at the shallow groove less than half an inch above his eye- 
only the slightest twitch had saved him. 


Before he could react, Kamakiri lunged again, and this time, stumbling backwards and off balance, 
Ejiro found himself toppling backwards under the force of Kamakiri’s attack, the mutant leaping 
onto him and trying to drive a blade through his eye. 


Ejiro managed to just barely keep the blades growing from Kamakiri’s shoulders and arms away 


from his weak points, but pinned to the ground as he was, he couldn’t get the leverage to throw 
Kamakiri off. The mutant grinned as he pressed down, manic light filling his eyes. Ejiro grit his 
jagged teeth as he tried desperately to get out of the pickle. 


As it turned out, the answer presented itself to him, instead. Suddenly, Kamakiri looked at 
something behind Ejiro’s head, eyes shooting open in shock. 


“What the-” he began, a sentence he never got the chance to finish. Without warning, he was 
grabbed by some sort of writhing tentacle, which wasted no time in twisting around and hurling 
him forcefully into the glass window of a nearby storefront. 


Ejiro, not one to question divine intervention, quickly sprang to his feet, hardened body groaning 
and grinding as he turned to scan for his savior. What he saw made him take a step back in shock. 


The man that strode from the shadows was a mutant unlike anything Ejiro had ever seen. He was 
immense, his seven-foot profile only enhanced by the horde of arms waving on either side of his 
torso like a thousand writhing snakes, morphing and growing with terrifying speed. His mouth was 
a horrific gash across his lower face, with a jaw so long and broad and grinding teeth so inhuman, it 
looked like it belonged to some deep sea abomination rather than a human being. He was shirtless, 
and with his countless arms and impossible figure, he looked like something out of mythology-a 
Hindu god come to earth, an avatar of destruction in the glowing dark of a burning city. 


The man looked down at Ejiro with an expression somewhere between amusement and disdain. 
“You Red Riot?” he asked in a voice like low thunder, a grinding rumble that Ejiro almost felt 
rather than heard. 


Ejiro nodded. “That’s me,” he said, keeping one eye on the shattered window Kamakiri had yet to 
emerge from. “Forgive me for being rude, but....who are you? Thanks for the assist, by the way.” 


The man snorted. “The name’s Mezou,” he said, his words short and clipped. “Mina sent me. Said 
you were the one to talk to about dealing with this shitshow.” 


With one of his many hands, the mutant gestured to, well...everything, really. The utterly dark city, 
the giant kaiju on a rampage, the murderous army trying to burn everything down. 


Ejiro’s eyes widened in recognition. “You’re the reinforcements, then?” he said. “Well, nice to 
meet you. Couldn’t have had better timing, if you ask me.” 


Mezou grunted. “Do me a favor,” he requested. “Please stop talking.” 


Ejiro paused-for exactly half a second. Then, he said, “Y’know, I think I see why you and Mina are 
friends. Neither of you are fans of talking, are you?” 


Mezou heaved a long, heavy sigh. “She wasn’t lying, was she?” he muttered to himself-though 
unfortunately Ejiro could still hear him. 


“Hold on, what did she say about me?” he asked, raising an eyebrow as Mezou shouldered past 
him, further down the empty, darkened street. 


“That you’re a bit of a loud idiot,” he said, not even deigning to look at Ejiro. “But that you’ re 
trustworthy.” 


Ejiro chuckled. “A bit of a loud idiot?” he asked rhetorically. “Damn, she’s underselling me.” 


Mezou’s body language was hard to read, but Ejiro thought he could detect a hint of a grin on his 


face as the man agreed, “Yeah, I’m starting to see that.” 


Sadly, before Ejiro could say anything else, there was a sudden cry from the shattered storefront 
Mezou had thrown Kamakiri into. Instantly, both men whirled, prepared for an attack. 


Instead, all they heard was laughter, the slow, deranged chuckle of a man coming apart at the 
seams. 


Kamakiri slowly hauled himself upright, laughing under his breath as he staggered under the pain. 
His whole body was littered with cuts from shattered glass, and discolored bruises that crept across 
his body. Even so, rows of blades erupted from his skin, jagged and brutal as blood trickled down 
his tusks. 


“T shouldn’t be surprised,” he spat. “And yet I am. You betrayed us, Shoji? For what?” 
Mezou’s eyes hardened. “I swore no oaths to you, or to the Outcasts,” he replied evenly. 


Kamakiri snorted. “You didn’t betray the Outcasts,” he scoffed. “You’re betraying your people. Or 
do you think that acting like a hero makes you any less of a monster than us?” 


Mezou kept his arms crossed as he answered, “You don’t understand the choices I’ve made. I 
chose family over everything else. I am not ashamed of that.” 


Kamakiri’s answer was a lightning-quick assault, blades flashing as he leaped towards Mezou in a 
blur. 


Mezou barely even flinched, arms snapping up to grab Kamakiri’s blades, ignoring the deep 
wounds they scored across his multiplying arms. Kamakiri’s eyes went wide as Mezou summarily 
yanked him down out of the air, ducked under a wild slash, then broke Kamakiri’s arm with matter- 
of-fact brutality, yanking his forearm straight back away from the elbow. 


Kamakiri howled in pain as the bone snapped, but the sound was cut off by Mezou hurling him 
back down the street, where he landed in a limp pile of cloth and flesh, trembling in agony. 


“Stop this, Kamakiri,” Mezou called. “You’re not going to beat us.” 
Stepping forwards, Ejiro added, “This isn’t manly, Outcast. You’ ve lost.” 


Kamakiri’s eyes flashed with hatred as he started to rise once more, only for his legs to give out 
under him. He collapsed onto one knee, his broken arm hanging uselessly by his side, eyes still 
glowing with fanatic rage. 


He began to chuckle again, a dark, quiet sound like distant, ominous thunder. In the distance, a 
monster screeched, shrill and metallic like a dying god. 


“T keep fucking doing it,” he whispered. “I keep thinking that I’m more than what I am. I...I keep 
pretending that I’m like you.” 


Ejiro and Mezou exchanged a wordless glance. Then, Mezou stepped forwards. 


“You are like me,” he rumbled softly. “All you’ve ever wanted is to be treated like a human. Stop 
this madness, Kamakiri. Just give up.” 


“This madness is what I am!” Kamakiri half-shouted. “All I ever wanted-all I ever tried to do-was 
to be the kind of honorable man you claim to be, Red Riot. I wanted to be enough to beat you on 


my own. But I’m not. I’m from the Depths-there isn’t honor there. We fight to win, and if that 
means fighting dirty...then I'll fight fucking dirty.” 


With superhuman effort, Kamakiri stood, and snapped his fingers. Mezou and Ejiro started towards 
him, only for an unearthly screech to fill the air. Wordlessly, they put their backs to each other as 
the ground began to rumble; monstrous shadows began to appear, slipping from back alleys, 
dropping from above, appearing as if from nowhere. They brandished weapons and talons, growled 
like demons out of a nightmare. They were misshapen, brutal killers, flanking a man with nothing 
left to lose. None of them had anything left to lose. 


A hiss of focused, intense agony drew Mezou’s eyes back to Kamakiri. When he saw the cause, his 
eyes went wide. 


Kamakiri’s horribly twisted broken arm had been forced into a straight position by gleaming metal 
blades that shot out across his skin, sinking deep into his own flesh to set the bone and make the 
limb usable-at the cost of unimaginable agony, presumably. Even as Mezou watched, more blades 
sprang from the outside of Kamakiri’s arm as he held his own flesh together with his quirk. No 
regeneration, no healing, no durability-enhancing quirk; just a man too far gone to care, too willing 
to set himself alight to burn his enemies to feel the sting of the fire. What was pain compared to the 
rage of being /esser, or the mad freedom of taking what should have always been yours? 


With eyes burning with insane, fanatic fire, Kamakiri spat, “I’m going to kill you. Both of you. And 
then I’m going to help Fumikage burn your precious fucking world to the ground. Attack!” 


The second Kamakiri gave the order, his forces surged forwards, towards the mutant and the hero 
who stood back-to-back, jaws set. 


The Outcasts were on them in seconds, and the world once more descended into violent madness. 


Long after the battle-until the day he died-Izuku would remember almost none of it. 


That happened sometimes, with One For All; he became something both less and more than 
human, a raging storm of power with no thoughts beyond victory. The last time had been against 
Shigaraki. 

And of course, he knew how that had ended. But he didn’t have time to care. 


He would forever recall the fight against Fumikage Tokoyami not in memories, not in moments, 
but in heartbeats-frozen images that somehow wormed their way through the lightning in his blood 
and stuck themselves in his mind. 


Fumikage’s claws stretched out for him, rending buildings to pieces as he tried to tear Izuku apart. 
They were fast, but not fast enough. He sailed between them, a bolt in the dark stone sky. 


The shadows Fumikage wore hissed and fizzled as he struck them, seeming to burn away as 
lightning seared through his fist. Izuku bared his teeth in a vicious grin. It was just as he’d thought; 
under normal light, and especially in the dark, those shadows were tough. But Izuku was brighter 
than the sun these rocks had never seen, lighting the Underground with eerie green flashes; under 
that sort of power, nothing could stand up forever. 


Fumikage screeched, trying to swat Izuku like a fly, but once more Izuku evaded. He was too slow, 
too unfamiliar with his new form; he moved just a bit too slow to keep up. Izuku hit him again, his 
fist landing like a meteor on the side of Fumikage’s head. 


His vast form went flying, leveling buildings and sending shrapnel showering through the city. 


Izuku heard screams from below, watched fleeing forms duck and cover or flee desperately from 
the path of destruction. A small part of him felt sick, seeing the damage; but he had fought at 
Deika, and watched cities burn because of men he was too weak to stop. He knew that, one way or 
the other, the only way to save the Underground was to win. 


And so, win he would. 


Hundreds of meters away, Fumikage was struggling to his feet; his momentum had only been 
stopped by, of all things, the statue of Craton and Faultline that stood at the center of the 
Underground. Izuku covered the distance in the blink of an eye, and kicked Fumikage dead in the 
chest. 


The force of the blow went through him, and into the vast bronze statues; Izuku felt them crack 
beneath his boots, metal rending and twisting. He didn’t stick around to watch the statues fall, their 
endless dance broken; his momentum carried him and Fumikage through the statues, and into the 
buildings on the far side of the vast plaza. 


Those didn’t stop them, either; stone and brick splintered beneath their bodies as their fight 
devolved into a desperate wrestling match. Blows rained down, both of them clawing, kicking, 
doing anything to win. All around them, they shattered the Underground, destroying everything in 
their path. Every blow was an earthquake in miniature, sending stalactites plummeting from the 
ceiling to pierce buildings like spears. Such was Izuku and Fumikage’s might that the Underground 
itself shook with the force of their battle. 


Izuku had to end this fast, or there might not be an Underground to save, after it was all over. 


Fumikage’s claws raked across Izuku’s chest, reopening the wounds he’d caused not a few days 
before; his strength was so great, Izuku felt something pop in his shoulder, followed by a wave of 
agonizing pain. But he didn’t stop. Punch after punch landed, making Fumikage’s shadows fizzle 
and evaporate-he was definitely getting smaller. Each blow burned away a little more of his quirk’s 
strength. 


At last, Izuku broke free of Fumikage’s grip, immediately twisting around to land another blow. 
Fumikage snarled, meeting the strike and countering as he had before. 


There was no more talking, no more pleas for peace. There was something exhilarating about that- 
about dropping the pretense, about having nothing between them but drawn knives and bloody 
fangs. 


Izuku’s blows rained down, over and over again. Each one sent Fumikage reeling, burning him up. 
He moved too fast to see, too fast to stop. From afar, it might have been beautiful-green auroras 
flickering in and out of existence, weaving a complex dance around the dark beast. Up close, there 
was no such beauty-only pure, sustained violence, smashing bones and burning skin. Every punch 
was like a thunderclap in the still, dry air. 


Bit by bit, Fumikage was weakened, shadows shrinking, his attacks growing weaker and more 
panicked. Finally, when his form had shrunk by more than half, to merely the size of a building 
rather than a city block, his legs gave out from beneath him, and he crashed to earth. 


Izuku came to a halt, slowly descending with Float, hovering above the street Fumikage was 
struggling to rise on. 


“Surrender, Tokoyami,” he said at last, breathing hard, blood trickling down his face, costume 
shredded-but still smiling. Always smiling. Cape flying behind him, body Herculean-every inch 


the hero he had always been. 


Fumikage rose; he was no longer a vaguely four-legged beast of shadow and smoke, but a man-a 
man with a raging monster circling him like a serpent, yes, but just a man. 


Just aman. As if that had ever stopped anyone from changing the world. 


“Go fuck yourself,” Fumikage snarled. He struck again, melding into his quirk with practiced ease 
as they lunged-a multitude, two minds in perfect harmony. 


It was the opening Izuku had been waiting for. All he needed was one chance-one punch to end it 
all. 


He was done reacting to what his enemies did. He was taking control now. 
(Was Fumikage his enemy? He didn’t know. But it was too late to wonder.) 


When Izuku moved, he was not a man, but a streak of lightning, sheer force given flesh. One For 
All sang in his blood, a thousand points of light connecting in a flash. His feet touched the stone for 
half a fraction of a second-he skimmed along the surface, everything fading into the black but him 
and his target. 


There was a crack as he struck Fumikage; his fist plowed deep into the other man’s gut, so hard he 
spat blood. Not that he had a chance even for so automatic a reaction-Izuku was moving so fast, 
and hitting so hard, he carried Fumikage up with him, a shockwave shredding everything in their 
path as bones shattered and darkness burned away to nothing and Izuku carried them up, up, up. 
They were a streak of light, a flash in the darkness so bright that it turned to day for a single, heart- 
stopping moment. 


At last, they reached the far edge of the Underground, and Izuku and Fumikage slammed into the 
stone so violently that they left a massive crater in the wall. 


They ended on a tiny ledge, high above the city-Izuku, and the limp, broken form of his enemy, 
utterly beaten. 


In Ochako’s educated opinion, this was some fucking bullshit. 


The whole market district had descended into chaos. The Outcasts were swarming over the city, 
spreading terror in their wake. The rest of her squad, unable to keep up, were falling back, trying to 
protect civilians-not that Atlas’s fight with the giant fucking kaiju was helping, leveling whole 
districts as they pummeled each other. 


The heroes would be okay-they were getting out of the monsters’ path. But that meant Ochako had 
to cover them. Which in turn meant that she, equipped with nothing but the ability to make things 
float and some martial arts, had to fight a goddamn vine demon. 


No sooner had she had the thought than another barrage of writhing thorns shot up from the stone 
in front of her, lashing out too fast to see. Only her reaction speed saved Ochako from being 
completely ensnared. 


A quick glance back over her shoulder revealed the source-the strongest mutant Ochako had ever 
seen. The woman was standing serenely on a twisted pillar of vines, surrounded by writhing 
tendrils that wove across her arms and down into the earth, bursting out wherever she wanted. Her 
eyes were dark and hateful, full of deadly intent as Ochako weaved through her attacks with frantic 


speed. 


This wasn’t sustainable, and Ochako knew it. She had to figure out some way to end this, and 
quick. 


Panting, she called out, “You know this doesn’t end well for you, right?” 


The woman responded with another attack; once Ochako dodged it again, though, she snorted, 
“Don’t be so sure of yourself, hero.” 


Knowing that keeping her talking was her best shot, Ochako pressed, “But seriously what’s the 
goal here? You’re not hurting civilians, not looting-what do you want?” 


The woman laughed darkly. “You really do have a dim view of us, don’t you?” she snapped. 
“What we want isn’t something we can take from these merchants. It’s something much bigger. 
Not that you care.” 


More vines burst from the ground, shattering the stone as Ochako rolled once more. Thrown off 
balance, one of the tendrils made contact, sending her spiraling into the ruins of a building. She 
landed with a grunt, twisting to avoid the follow-up attack-and trying to suppress a grin. 


“Why shouldn’t I care?” Ochako asked, stress making her accent stronger. “You’re human too, 
aintcha?” 


The woman nearly paused; at any rate, Ochako gained a few seconds of breathing room as her 
vines slowed and parted, just for a moment. It seemed her question had rattled the Outcast. 


Ochako landed, breathing hard, on a clear spot surrounded by what felt like an ocean of thorns. She 
realized the mutant was looking at her. 


“Who are you?” the woman asked, eyes narrowed. 


Ochako raised an eyebrow. “I could ask the same thing,” she replied. “Tryin’ to kill someone 
without askin’ their name is awfully rude.” 


The woman sighed, then, oddly, seemed to consider her words. “My name’s Ibara,” she said, 
finally. 


Ochako finally let her mask slip, her lips curling up into a grin. “Well, Ibara,” she replied. “Thanks 
for not lookin’ up.” 


Ibara’s eyes went wide, flinching back as, without warning, Ochako tapped herself with all five 
fingers, leaped upwards, slammed her boots against a towering pillar of vines, twisted, leaped 
again- 


And rose up above half a dozen floating boulders, all pulled upwards by her quirk from where they 
had lain among the twisted rubble. 


As Ibara’s vines lunged for her, Ochako brought down her boot on the largest boulder, and 
simultaneously tapped her fingers together. 


Over the years, she’d discovered something: funny things happened when she set an object in 
motion just before releasing her quirk’s hold over it. More specifically, the act of suddenly 
returning mass to an object that was moving at high speed didn’t seem to slow it down-it kept 
moving at the same speed it had started at when it was weightless, a speed much higher than it 


should have ever been able to achieve. 


In other words, Ochako punted a very large rock at the approximate speed of a soccer ball, directly 
at Ibara’s face. 


The rock plowed into her like a bullet, and the tight-knit web of vines supporting her collapsed like 
a house of cards. More vines shot upwards, but the falling rocks deflected or pinned them, letting 
Ochako tuck and roll as she hit the ground. 


“That was close,” she thought. “Another few minutes, and I wouldn’t have been able to beat her.” 


Before she could complete the thought, the rock she’d hurled at Ibara exploded, as did the ground 
beneath her. Before Ochako could react, a thorny vine had wrapped tight around her torso, utterly 
trapping her. 


Ochako’s heart sank as vines erupted around the boulder, filling the dark air until it was impossible 
to tell thorns from shadow. Slowly, the boulder rose, revealing that Ibara had, impossibly, caught 
it. There was a thick net of vines, wrapped tight around each other and straining like muscles, 
between her body and the boulder, her hands up in a futile attempt to protect herself-but her quirk 
had saved her. 


With a grunt of effort, the vines wrapped around the boulder entirely, raising it into the air. With a 
contemptuous flick of her hand, she threw it aside, sending it crashing into a building. Then, she 
turned her eyes to her captured prey. 


“Heroes,” she spat, the earlier hesitation burned away. “Even when I start thinking you’re not 
quite as awful as you show you are, even when I want to believe you understand...you never will. 
You'll keep lying and pretending, keep trying to kill us, won’t you?” 


Ochako opened her mouth to answer, but a vine wrapped around her throat and started to draw 
tight, choking her. She tried to struggle, tried to break free, but the sharp barbs on the vines tore at 
her, sending blood coursing down her body. 


Ibara stepped closer to her, so close that Ochako could see the sorrow behind the burning hatred in 
her eyes. It was distant-so distant, there was no way she could reach it. The world started to go 
dark. 


And then, something long, wet, and sticky wrapped around her, snaking between the vines, and 
yanked. 


Ibara turned, shocked, as Ochako felt herself get pulled free of the vines’ grasp-just in time for an 
earth-shattering kick to land directly on her face. She went flying one way as Ochako was pulled 
the other, landing in the arms of a short, green-haired woman with a wide, froggy face. 


Gasping for breath, Ochako looked up at her savior-and reeled in shock. She was a mutant-the 
posture, the long tongue still pulling back into her mouth, it was clear. And yet, she looked down 
at Ochako with relief and kindness in her eyes. 


“Are you alright, ribbit?” she asked. 
Ochako nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “And, uh...thanks. Also, who are you?” 
The woman snorted. “A friend of Mina’s, ribbit,” she said. “Call me Tsu. Everyone does.” 


“Sounds good to me,” Ochako agreed. She had better things to do than be confused, right now- 


things like trying to stay alive. 


She started to say something else, but before she could, Ibara burst from the wreckage, vines curled 
to strike like serpents. 


Then, she saw Tsu. Their eyes met. Ibara froze. 


For a single horrible moment, there was nothing in the world but the two mutant women, who had 
spoken so kindly and trusted so readily, finding that trust abused-finding it broken and twisted on 
the floor. 


There was no sound, save for something precious shattering forever. 


“T trusted you,” Ibara whispered, trembling a little; if she had not been gripped by rage, she looked 
as if she might cry. “I told you-told you everything.” 


Tsu, always calm, always gentle, always kind, did not argue. She simply nodded sadly, and said, “I 
know.” 


Ibara wasn’t satisfied. How could she ever be, confronted with such a betrayal? “Why?” she 
demanded, her voice growing angrier. “Why are you doing this? What did they promise you?” 


Tsu shook her head. “It’s not like that,” she replied. 
Ibara’s fists clenched. “Then why?” she repeated. 


“To protect my family,” Tsu said, thinking of Mina, falling like a shooting star into the endless 
void of the Chasm. 


Ibara flinched at the word “family.” As if without thinking, her hand flew to her neck-to the simple 
bronze crucifix Tsu knew sat there, nestled against her skin. 


And then, Ibara laughed. It was only a chuckle-but it was so full of bitterness, so dripping with 
hatred and grief, that it chilled Tsu and Ochako to the bone. “Family,” she spat. “You...you don’t 
know how good you’ ve had it, Tsu. You’re going to pay for this.” 


Ochako had heard enough; she dropped into a fighting stance, ignoring her injuries. But Tsu, kind, 
loving, the last and loudest voice for peace, could not have lived with herself if she didn’t try one 
last time. 


“Tt doesn’t have to be this way, Ibara,” she said softly, just shy of pleading. “We don’t have to do 
this.” 


Ibara looked her in the eye. “You know, I used to think so, too,” she said, voice going cold and 
deadly calm. “But I don’t anymore. You say you did this for your family? Fine. But you just 
betrayed mine. And I’m going to kill you for that.” 


There were no more words; there was nothing left to say. Vines bunched and swelled like a tidal 
wave, racing over the ruins, grasping for Tsu and Ochako like hateful hands. 


As one, they moved; this fight wasn’t over yet. 


Izuku took slow, deep breaths as Float lowered him onto the stone. 


That had been...the fight of his life. Fumikage had given as good as he got-Izuku’s whole body 


was littered with wounds. One of his arms wasn’t working right, and he could barely see out of one 
eye because of all the blood pouring down his face. 


But he’d done it. Right? Turning to see where Fumikage had landed, he slowly made his way 
towards the man. 


Fumikage watched Izuku as he approached, eyes unflinching even as his broken, battered body lay 
helpless. 


“Well?” he asked when Izuku got close, squinting into the wild lightning storm that surrounded 
him, even now. “You ready to get it over with?” 


Izuku frowned. The battle was over-they both knew it. Fumikage couldn’t even stand, and his 
quirk was fuzzing, barely corporeal. He looked like death. 


Izuku turned to look behind him, at the Underground. It was burning, clouds of choking black 
smoke lying like a shroud over the city. He could still hear the screams, the cries of pain and fear, 
the shouts of a war. A city turned to rubble-was it this city? Or was it another one, another villain, 
another war? They blurred together, overlapping in Izuku’s mind. 


He knew how he’d ended that war. He knew this one might well end the same way. 
And yet...he hesitated. 


There was a rustle behind him. Freezing, Izuku turned, eyes going wide as he watched an 
impossibility. 


Bleeding and broken, tears streaming down his face from the effort, Fumikage had hauled himself 
to his feet. He trembled and cringed; Izuku could see the way his bones were twisted and snapped, 
even through the shadows that still covered him. He couldn’t even imagine the strength it must 
have taken for Fumikage to stand. 


Fumikage smiled, baring bloody, chipped teeth. “If I die...I die like this, on my feet,” he spat. 
“Against you, against this city, against all of it.” 


“You don’t have to die,” Izuku told him, lowering his fists. “This doesn’t have to end this way.” 


Fumikage looked him in the eye, and Izuku saw a thousand things go through his mind-terror, 
regret, desperation, rage. Then, the mutant threw his head back, and laughed. It was a broken, 
angry sound, but it had a strange joy to it, too-it was the laugh of a man letting go. Of anger, of 
fear, of regret. When he lowered his gaze to meet Izuku’s again, there was only grim defiance on 
his face. 


“Of course it has to end this way,” Fumikage answered, low like a whisper. “From the day I was 
born, it was always going to end this way. That’s how it goes for people like me.” 


Izuku said nothing as dark arms cupped Fumikage’s body tightly, the last of his strength draining 
into his quirk. Even in the presence of the burning green light of One For All, the shadows grew, 
menacing in their depths, sharp talons still gleaming. Izuku imagined that they still dripped blood 
from their tips. 


Fumikage met his eyes one last time. “Well?” he growled. “I don’t plan on surrendering. What do 
you say, Atlas? Ready to end it?” 


Izuku set his jaw. He didn’t speak, he simply raised his fists, firming his resolve, ignoring the part 


of him that screamed desperately for this madness to stop. 


Fumikage lunged. An enormous arm of pure shadow surged forwards, deadly claws outstretched, 
one last desperate roll of the dice. 


Izuku swatted it aside with a lazy wave of his hand. Fumikage screamed as the force of the motion 
whipped him back into the broken, rocky wall. 


He rose again, somehow, pushing beyond what his body could do, fueled by the fury of his people, 
their belief, something. 


He charged once more. Izuku hit him again, and Fumikage’s blood painted the stones. 
He got back up anyway, staggering backwards, trying to fight, trying to live. 
Izuku followed, endlessly patient, advancing, his fist striking home like a battering ram. 


This time, when Fumikage struggled to rise again, he couldn’t. Eyes blazing, the shadows on his 
skin boiled, reaching out for Izuku, no longer shaped like anything, just formless rage, desperation 
given flesh. 


Izuku, moving faster than the eye could see, rushed forwards, a blazing blur of lightning and 
ozone, springing into the air and coming down towards Fumikage with a fist full of thunder. 


As he brought down that blow, Izuku saw awe written on Fumikage’s face. Awe, and fear, and 
helpless, hopeless fury. Even now, the man refused to break. He had given everything for his 
people, raged against a world that kept them broken, and even now that his death was at hand, he 
kept fighting for them. 


Izuku understood, then, that Tartarus could not hold a man like this. No prison on Earth could stop 
that heart, could keep the ideas and the faith that Fumikage had given mutants from spreading. 


There was only one way for this to end. There had only ever been one way for this to end-he'd been 
lying to himself if he thought otherwise. 


Fumikage’s eyes turned a brilliant green from reflected lightning as Izuku made his choice, and 
shook the Underground with the force of his blow striking home. 


Down below, Mina looked up as the light flickered out, and finally let herself mourn the boy who 
had saved her life. 


Chapter End Notes 


Next time...the consequences. 
See you then! 


The Weight Of The World 


Chapter Summary 


A single choice changes the Underground forever. 


Chapter Notes 
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Fumikage stared at the fist Izuku had buried into the stone two inches to the right of his head with 
wide, uncomprehending eyes. Izuku leaned over him, breathing hard, his whole body still burning 
with power. 


Bit by bit, he pulled himself back from the abyss. He’d nearly lost himself in the gleeful rush, in 
the surging power, in the conviction that he was the one in the right. 


He wasn’t. He had never been. He had very nearly crossed the last line-had almost done something 
there could be no going back from. But here, now, he stood up to the world crushing down on his 
shoulders, and forced it to rise. 


At last, he found he could speak again. His heart was pounding in his chest. 
“No,” he gasped. “No, I won’t end it like this.” 


Fumikage seemed unable to speak for a moment, transfixed by what he had seemingly thought 
would be the final image he would ever see. At last, he seemed to regain control, and his wide eyes 
narrowed again. For a moment, though, he’d looked like a different man-a younger man. A child, 
watching a hero save the day. 


Izuku blinked, still trying to make sense of the whirlwind of emotions raging inside him. All he 
could think to say was, “No. I won’t do it.” 


Fumi met his eyes, icy and drained. He was clearly still reeling, too, but his rage would not be 
denied. “Why?” he demanded. His voice sounded...muted. Weakened, somehow. 


Izuku stood, letting out a shaky breath as he half-turned away from Fumikage, rising to his feet. 


“T’m done killing people,” Izuku said quietly. “That’s not justice.” 


Fumikage somehow found the energy to scoff. “Oh, but sending me to rot in Tartarus for the rest of 
my life is? How magnanimous of you,” he spat, venomous. 


“T’m not going to take you to Tartarus,” Izuku interrupted, seemingly absentmindedly. He kept 
staring out over the city, as if entranced by the flames consuming it. 


He hadn’t known what he planned to do, until that moment-until the calm sank over him and 
Faultline’s words, ringing in his ears, crystallized into an idea, into a desperate roll of the dice. 


He would not- could not-kill Fumikage. He couldn’t be the monster any longer. He refused. 


For the first time, Fumikage seemed really, truly stunned. He gaped at Izuku, jaw hanging open, 
clearly unable to understand. He asked, “What do you mean? What’s your plan?” 


Izuku shrugged, slowly letting One For All die away. The terrible halo of lightning flickered and 
shrank to nothing, letting him sink to the ground, dangling his feet over the edge of the jagged cliff 
they’d landed atop. In that moment, he was no longer Atlas-he was quiet, scraped raw, free of 
every pretense and every drop of hatred. 


“Honestly, I can’t really say I’ve gota plan,” he admitted. “All I know is that I refuse to kill you, 
and Tartarus isn’t justice, either. So I just...plan to let you go, I guess.” 


Fumikage stared at Izuku’s back as though he had just truly broken him. 
“You’re insane,” he said, chuckling hoarsely. “Or just plain stupid.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow, turning to glance back at Fumikage. “And yet,” he shot back, “I beat you, 
fair and square.” 


“And now you’re letting me go?” Fumikage replied, shock plain in his voice. 


“And now I’m letting you go,” Izuku agreed. That, more than anything, seemed to stun Fumikage 
speechless. 


Fumikage’s eyes were still narrow and suspicious. “You think [ll be grateful?” he asked 
scathingly. “You think [Il let you have your happy ending, pretty and neat, so you can lie to 
yourself all over again?” 


Izuku smiled ruefully; it was the look of a quirkless boy, all bitter irony and amused awareness of 
the insanity of what he was asking. “No,” he admitted, shaking his head. “But one way or another, 
this ends today, and it ends with the two of us understanding each other. That’s my happy ending.” 


Fumikage looked at Izuku, who still had his back turned-was still watching his city, their city, burn 
beneath them. Then, he scoffed again. “I won’t let you have it. I have no interest in 
understanding, ” he spat. “I want justice.” 


“You'll have that, too,” Izuku said quietly, still facing away. He was no longer the man who saw 
no other way out but to stain his hands with blood-he had seen the faintest glimmer of hope, and 
was charging towards it with everything he had. “I promise, from the bottom of my heart.” 


Fumikage was silent for a long, tense moment. When he found his voice, the mutant rebel asked 
suspiciously, “What do you want from me?” 


“Want from you?” Izuku repeated questioningly, before shaking his head. “I don’t want anything 
from you.” 


“Bullshit,” Fumikage snapped. “Why else would you spare me?” 


Izuku sighed, turning to face Fumikage. “Because this is justice,” he told Fumikage. “Because I 
won’t answer a wrong with a wrong. Because if things are ever going to get better, / have to be 
better. I have to care. I will save everyone-even the people who won’t accept it.” 


“You really expect me to believe you?’ Fumikage snorted. “To trust this...this change of heart?” 


Izuku smiled ruefully. “I know it must be confusing,” he admitted. “But trust me...this was a long 
time coming. I’ve finally realized what Craton and Faultline were trying to tell me, that’s all.” 


Fumikage’s eyes went wide. “You...you spoke to them?” he gasped, visibly shocked. “When?” 


Izuku nodded, looking Fumikage in the eyes. “After they saved Mina and I,” he responded dryly. 
“When you threw us down the Chasm. Turns out, they had a lot to say about how much of an idiot 
I was being.” 


Fumikage seemed to struggle to find an answer to that. After nearly a minute of disbelieving 
silence, he finally began, “I have destroyed your city, killed countless people, and thrown 
everything you’ ve sworn to protect into chaos.” 


Izuku nodded in agreement. 


“T broke the heart of the woman you love,” Fumikage continued, his voice cold, stripped of all 
emotion. “I tried to murder you multiple times, I targeted your friends, your allies, everyone I could 
reach.” 


Izuku nodded again. 
“And yet, you’re just going to let me go?” Fumikage asked incredulously. “Are you serious?” 
“Deadly,” Izuku confirmed. He met Fumikage’s gaze, and green eyes clashed against yellow. 


Fumikage shook his head, groaning in pain-he was still unable to rise, barely even able to move. 
His eyes still burned with anger. 


“T don’t know what kind of fairy tale you’ re living in, Atlas, but I’m not going to have a sudden 
change of heart,” he told Izuku. “I won’t suddenly start thinking heroes are good, and I sure as hell 
won’t be grateful for this. I don’t want your mercy, or your pity.” 


Shrugging, Izuku replied, “I don’t expect you to. And I don’t pity you.” 


“T’ll never stop fighting,” Fumikage snapped. “Not until we are free. I will come back again. I'll 
destroy this city a second time.” 


Izuku frowned, and for a split second, green lightning flickered across his body; a reminder, and a 
threat. “I think we both know how that would end,” he told Fumikage matter-of-factly. “I’ve just 
proven that you can’t beat me. If you come back with an army, [ll smash it, defeat you, and then 
we'll have this same conversation, because I won’t kill you, even then. I have no reason to.” 


Fumikage looked confused. “What are you talking about?” he asked. 


Izuku stood, gesturing out at the city below. “You did this because you saw no other way to make 
things change,” he said. “I don’t know if you were right or not-but that doesn’t matter. What you 
want is justice, and I won’t kill a man for that.” 


Fumikage shook his head, chuckling darkly to himself. “Mina got to you, didn’t she?” he muttered. 
Izuku nodded. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter. Your words are meaningless. Too much blood has 
already been spilled today.” 


“And if I killed you here, how long would it take for another mutant rebellion to happen?” Izuku 
shot back. “If I put that one down, too, how many more would happen? If nothing changes, how 
much more blood will be spilled for nothing?” 


Fumikage raised his head up once again, studying Izuku’s face. For the first time, there was 
something in his expression other than the avenging devil-the King of the Depths, protective of his 
people and deeply scared for them, peeked through. At last, he admitted, “Too much. The 
Depths...we have a taste of vengeance now. We’ll keep coming for it, keep fighting until either the 
Underground breaks or we do.” 


“Unless we stop it,” Izuku told him. “Unless I make this choice, here and now. I can’t control the 
decisions you make after this-but I think you’re a good man, under it all. You want your people to 
be happy, safe and fairly treated. If I can help you reach that goal... that’s what being a hero 
means, I think. There has to be a way for things to get better.” 


Fumikage was quiet for a moment, his expression utterly unreadable. 
In the silence, Izuku spoke again. 


“T saw your broadcast,” he told Fumikage. “You were asking us abovegrounders to understand-to 
recognize that, under it all, under the bloodshed and the fear and the hatred, what you want is for 

us to understand. For us to see the humanity in you. Well, here I am, Tokoyami. I am the greatest 
hero in Japan, and I am trying to understand.” 


Fumikage’s eyes narrowed. “You couldn’t possibly understand,” he said. ““You’re an 
abovegrounder. You’ve never been powerless. You’ ve never been abused, been told that you’ re 
lesser.” 


Izuku fought back a laugh; then, he smiled, a bitter, broken thing that made Fumikage startle, 
because it was so familiar. 


“Tokoyami,” he said quietly, “I understand better than you can imagine.” 
Once more, Fumikage insisted, “How could you possibly-” 


“T was quirkless until I was fifteen years old,” Izuku told him, the words bursting out of him in a 
torrent. 


Fumikage instantly fell silent, eyes wide, disbelieving. In the silence, the words kept flowing. 


“Tt’s a long story,” he said, answering Fumikage’s unspoken question. “But...well, it’s the truth. 
From the day I was born to when I was fifteen, I was quirkless. I was bullied, abused, treated as 
lesser. Even when people stood up for me...it scarred me, stamped my soul. What I am now...it’s 
a gift. A beautiful one. But I should never have let it blind me to where I came from-and for that, I 
am deeply ashamed. I never should have let this happen-not when I know exactly what it’s like to 
be powerless.” 


Izuku fell silent for a moment, but Fumikage still did not respond. So Izuku looked him in the eye 
once more, and said, “You did it, Tokoyami. You’ve won. You wanted us to acknowledge that 
what happened to you is wrong-it was. You want things to change-so do I. You want to build a 
better world? I am on my knees, begging you. Let me help. Please.” 


As he spoke, Izuku did exactly as he said; he got to one knee, still offering a hand to Fumikage. 
And still, Fumikage stared at it, inscrutable and dark. 


“You may be the Number One Hero,” he said, “But you’re still just a dog on a leash. What 
happens if the Hero Commission sends you after us again? What actual power do you have? What 
can you possibly do?” 


Izuku shrugged. “I don’t have all the answers,” he admitted. “But I do know one thing I can do. I 
can do this, here and now. I can stop fighting just because they tell me to fight. I can recognize that 
when I say I will protect people, that means the villains, too.” 


“And what about the other heroes?” Fumikage pressed, eyes worried. “What about my people, 
fighting down there right now. You really think all the heroes will be so-so magnanimous ? How 
can I trust you, when you’ ll happily let them drag away all the people who followed me?” 


Izuku smiled. “I know you have no reason to trust me-to trust any hero,” he said, “But...well, I 
think we can surprise you. It’s true-some heroes can be cruel, and monstrous, and all the rest of it. 
But still...[ choose to have faith in them. They’ lI do the right thing.” 


Fumikage chuckled. “You’re a fool, then,” he said darkly. He still made no move to take Izuku’s 
hand. 


Izuku’s eyes twinkled in the dim light. “Probably,” he admitted. “But I still believe. We’ ll show 
you-we can break the cycle. We can all be more than we thought we were.” 


That, more than anything, seemed to strike home with Fumikage-with the child of the streets who 
had become a legend, who had struggled and built and led until his people were united in the 
pursuit of a dream. 


For a long moment, nothing was said. There was just the two of them-hero and king, man and 
monster, two living legends on the edge of a cliff, teetering back and forth. 


Then, a dark, taloned hand stretched out to take a scarred, twisted one. 


Fumikage looked Izuku in the eye, and said just two words, quiet and pleading and hoping against 
all hope. 


“Show me.” 


The street in front of Aegis was a tableau of destruction and carnage. Windows lay shattered, 
storefronts reduced to rubble, streetlamps twisted and bent along the whole length of the avenue. 
Limp, unmoving bodies littered the ground, sporting twisted, monstrous features. 


And still, the clang of metal against stony flesh filled the air. 


Nearly all of Kamakiri’s troops were out of action at this point; Mezou was handling the few who 
still remained some distance away. It was only the madman himself left, and still he threw himself 
at Ejiro, more steel than flesh as blades rippled across his skin. 


Once more, Ejiro easily deflected the attack, sending showers of sparks flying as the blades 
glanced off his impenetrable skin. Kamakiri hissed in rage, starting to twist to bring another 
weapon to bear-but before he could, Ejiro swung his fist almost lazily, directly into Kamakiri’s 
face. 


It was a solid hit, and sure proof that the mutant was slowing down; Ejiro hadn’t been able to land 
blows like that before. The force of it sent Kamakiri flying; he landed heavily, extended blades 
making his tumble across the stone sound like a thousand nails on a chalkboard. 


“Give up already, man,” he called down the street after his opponent. “You and I both know how 
this ends.” 


Ejiro started forward, eager to finish this, but Kamakiri was up and attacking again in a flash; the 
man never stayed down for even a second. 


Considering how badly injured he was, the fact that he could even stand was insane. Kamakiri had 
a broken arm, dozens of shattered blades, and so many nicks and cuts his clothing was slowly 
darkening with bloodstains. And still, he kept coming, seemingly fueled by nothing but his own 
fanatic fury. 


Kamakiri lunged for him, wrist blade moving like a blur as he stabbed towards Ejiro’s face. Ejiro 
raised an eyebrow-then, quick as a flash, grabbed the blade. 


Kamakiri spat with fury as he tried desperately to free himself; with his legs and free hand, he 
rained down blows on Ejiro’s torso, trying to give himself leverage to pull his blade free of the 
grinding clutches of Ejiro’s hand. Even with small blades covering his feet and knuckles, the 
mutant didn’t even scratch his bare chest. 


“Really? Again?’ Ejiro said, still grinning. “I’m afraid that trick ain’t gonna work anymore.” 
Kamakiri’s eyes went wide as Ejiro smashed his other hand down on the trapped blade. 


The metal shattered like glass, and Kamakiri let out an inhuman cry of agony-a cry that was 
promptly cut off as Ejiro swung the mutant around by the wrist and hurled him straight into the 
stone wall of a nearby building. 


Before Kamakiri had even hit the wall, Ejiro was charging, his joints shrieking horrifically as he 
moved faster than he had at any point during the fight; he reached Kamakiri before the mutant 
could so much as comprehend what was happening. 


And then he raised his foot, and stomped Kamakiri in the chest at full speed, directly into the stone 
wall. 


Ejiro heard every last molecule of air tear itself free from Kamakiri’s lungs in half a second, 
followed by the unmistakable cracking sensation of at least one-and probably several-ribs 
breaking. He stepped back, and Kamakiri crumpled to the ground, leaving a several-inch-deep 
crater in the stone wall he’d struck. 


This time, Kamakiri didn’t rise instantly like he had so many times; Ejiro looked down at him with 
grim amusement on his face. Yet again, he proved that it didn’t matter how much fanatical belief 
you had, or how strong your willpower was-you had to be able to breathe to fight. 


Perhaps another sort of man would have used the total vulnerability of his opponent to follow up, 
to put them out of commission for good-and Ejiro was tempted, as he watched Kamakiri writhe on 
the ground, gasping as he tried desperately to get air back into his lungs. But he discarded the idea- 
kicking a man while he was down wasn’t just unmanly, it wasn’t what he was trying to do here. 


The more he fought the Outcast, Ejiro found himself respecting Kamakiri. It was obvious at a 
glance that there was something different about him; he was a fanatic, yes, but as strong as 
fanaticism was, it was a brittle sort of strength, built out of fear of being wrong rather than faith in 


being right. This...this wasn’t fanaticism; if it was, Kamakiri would have broken by now, his mind 
crumbling like his body was. But no, he was still standing-and the only thing that could drive a 
man to tear himself apart like this was love. 


Despite appearances, Kamakiri wasn’t insane. Ejiro wasn’t going to treat him like he was. 


Once more, Ejiro used the brief lull in the fight to speak. “Seriously, just stay down,” he advised. 
“You ain’t gonna win this.” 


Kamakiri chuckled darkly as he rolled over, slowly getting back onto his feet. Ejiro barely even 
reacted, beyond flexing his knees; he knew Kamakiri couldn’t hurt him. 


The look in the mutant’s eyes was bloody and hateful; he spat, “Never. My mission is to kill you. I 
will complete it.” 


Before Ejiro could retort, Kamakiri moved like lightning, slamming into him with enough force to 
send them both shooting backwards. 


When §jiro finally stopped them both, Kamakiri’s blades were once more sparking harmlessly off 
his skin, and the mutant was straining mightily, trying to push them deeper, trying to reach Ejiro’s 
eyes. 


It was futile, of course; with surprising speed, Ejiro locked his fingers behind Kamakiri’s neck and 
drove a knee into his gut, once, twice, three times, making him cry out as his broken ribs came 
under assault again. As Kamakiri staggered, Ejiro grabbed him again, this time around the back, 
and tossed him over his own head to slam into the hard stone. 


Several of Kamakiri’s blades shattered as he struck the ground, scattering jagged metal around him 
as he struggled to move. 


“Those blades of yours are definitely getting weaker,” Ejiro observed. “Not sure if you’re running 
out, or if you’re too tired to make more-but I suppose it doesn’t matter too much, huh? Either way, 
you can’t keep this up for much longer.” 


“Shut up,” Kamakiri hissed-but even that sounded weaker, as if he couldn’t spare the effort to 
channel so much venom into his words. He tried to rise, but as soon as he was on his feet, Ejiro 
punched him again, and Kamakiri doubled over in pain. 


As the mutant staggered backwards, Ejiro asked, “Do you really think you’ll accomplish anything 
now? You’re beat to hell and back.” 


Kamakiri didn’t bother to respond; he lunged again, still attacking, still trying desperately to tear 
Ejiro apart. 


All it got him was another sledgehammer blow to the chest, as Ejiro swatted the blade aside with 
the back of his hand, stepped inside Kamakiri’s guard, and struck again. 


Ejiro wasn’t smiling anymore as he stood over the crumpled, struggling man. 


“Stop this,” he repeated, eyes utterly implacable. “Stay the fuck down, man. I don’t want to hurt 
you any more than I have to.” 


Kamakiri laughed with pain as he struggled to stand upright again. “You sound like you expect me 
to be grateful,” he chuckled, swaying, off-balance. “Go fuck yourself.” 


He charged again. Ejiro shook his head, and readied his fists. 
Then, a massive figure stepped into view, an armada of arms forcing Kamakiri back. 


Mezou Shoji’s eyes were as hard as stone; despite having just battled dozens of the Outcasts’ 
strongest fighters, he was barely breathing hard, and he’d left quite the trail of destruction behind 
him; Ejiro glanced behind him just long enough to confirm that every single Outcast who had 
attacked them on Kamakiri’s orders was now lying unconscious among the stone and rubble of the 
street. 


Even with his odds of success even more hopeless than they’d already been, Kamakiri didn’t show 
the slightest sign of hesitation. He simply hissed, “You.” 


“Me,” Mezou agreed, his voice heavy and dark and perfectly even. He didn’t spare so much as a 
glance for Ejiro; all his focus remained on Kamakiri as he said, “As much as I| hate to admit it, Red 
Riot’s right, Kamakiri. Stand down.” 


Kamakiri’s eyes darkened. “Of all the people to become a hero’s pet, I wouldn’t have expected it 
to be you,” he spat. 


Mezou didn’t even flinch. “Please,” he snorted. “I’m nobody’s pet.” 
“Then why are you fighting with them?” Kamakiri demanded. 


Still not looking at Ejiro, Mezou replied, “Because I won’t let you kill thousands of innocent 
people to make a point.” 


“Please, they’re not innocent,” Kamakiri spat. “They’re the ones who trapped us in a fucking cave 
to rot! Their happiness, their wealth, their peace- it’s built on our corpses!” 


“Even then,” Mezou said, eyes flashing with the sort of quiet conviction that nothing could ever 
hope to shake, “That doesn’t make this right, and you know it.” 


For a moment, Kamakiri seemed to consider this; it wasn’t hesitation, not quite-but it was more 
than mindless rage, and Ejiro found himself starting to hope. 


Then, Kamakiri’s expression twisted once more. “You just want us to give up?” he asked. “Keep 
living like this? Letting them treat us like animals?” 


Mezou shook his head. “‘No,” he said. “This has to end. It’s going to end.” 
“Then how?” Kamakiri demanded. “How, if you won’t let us take it?” 
Mezou was quiet for a moment. Then, he finally half-turned, and nodded once to Ejiro. 


“T’m not sure,” he admitted as he turned back to face Kamakiri. “But I’m willing to try and find 
out. All we’ ve known is violence and war-but we don’t have to stay that way. We can try to be 
more than that.” 


For the first time, Ejiro saw Kamakiri really, truly hesitate. He fell silent; no retort, no venom. 


Mezou spoke again. “Before, when we were at the Chasm,” he said, “You let me and Tsu try to get 
to Mina. You chose to be kind-to put what was right first.” 


Kamakiri scowled. “That was different,” he said-but it was weak, uncertain. “I won’t disobey 
Fumikage’s orders.” 


“You’re not a slave, Kamakiri,” Mezou said quietly, stepping up so that he stood more fully 
between Ejiro and the Outcast. “You can choose.” 


Kamakiri’s eyes flashed, but Mezou’s words seemed to put him on the back foot for a moment. 
Then, he snapped, “And what if I choose this?” 


Once more, his blades snapped out from his arms-but Mezou didn’t even react. He simply took 
another step forward, his many arms no longer twisting like the heads of a hydra, but hanging by 
his sides, unthreatening. Then again, he’d never needed them to be menacing. 


“Then I'll stop you,” he said simply. “This is over, Kamakiri. Stop trying to destroy yourself.” 


Kamakiri barked out a laugh, sharp and jagged and broken like glass. “Why the fuck do you care?” 
he demanded, eyes flickering between both of his opponents, the hero and the mutant. 


Mezou squared his shoulders, and looked Kamakiri in the eye. 
“Because someone has to,” he said quietly. 


“Because it’s right,” Ejiro added, stepping up beside Mezou. He, too, looked at Kamakiri, and said, 
“If what you want is worth dying for, then it’s worth Jiving for, too. Dying’s the easy way out of 
this. Man up and accept when you’ ve lost.” 


Kamakiri still hesitated, still not trusting either of them. He was swaying more, struggling to keep 
his feet; whatever mad rush of adrenaline and rage that had been keeping him awake and fighting 
was visibly wearing off. 


Then, he looked straight at Ejiro. 
“What’s the point of all of this, if you just take us to prison anyway?” he hissed. 


Ejiro met his eyes, and for a moment, wondered what to say. The answer came to him faster than 
he thought it would have-had he not met Mina, it might never have occurred to him. 


“Prison wouldn’t be justice,” he said softly. “Not here. Not now. And I’m a hero-justice is what I 
do.” 


Kamakiri staggered again, blood still flowing freely from his wounds. He slowly sank to one knee. 
“Justice?” he scoffed. “Is there any such thing?” 


His blades disappeared with a soft metallic sound. Suddenly, he pitched forward-only to sink into 
Mezou’s arms, which curled around him, lowering him to the ground. 


Ejiro and Mezou shared a look. It was victory-but it sure didn’t feel like it. Not yet. 


Ejiro stepped forwards, and saw that Kamakiri was somehow still conscious-if only just. He knelt 
down. 


“Tf there isn’t,” he answered quietly. “Then we’ll help you make it for yourself. I promise.” 
Kamakiri smiled weakly. “Alright,” he muttered. “You win.” 


With that, he closed his eyes and finally passed out. Ejiro shook his head; the damn fool had kept 
going through injuries that should’ve knocked him out much faster. 


When he rose to his feet, he found Mezou looking at him oddly. A moment later, Ejiro realized 


why it was odd-there was a new light in the mutant’s eyes. Ejiro couldn’t be sure, but he thought it 
might have been respect-or perhaps cautious hope. 


For a moment, they said nothing; then, Ejiro nodded once, and told him, “Thanks for the backup. I 
wouldn’t have wanted to deal with that many bastards all by myself.” 


Mezou held his gaze silently for a moment longer. Then, at last, he nodded as well. 
“You know what? I think you’re right,” he observed. “Mina did undersell you.” 


Ejiro cracked a tired, sharp-toothed grin. “Told ya,” he replied. Then, he turned back to the battle 
raging in his city. 


This fight still wasn’t done yet. 


There was no chanting, no stomping of feet at the Musutafu Elevators; none of the pomp that the 
Depths so often imbued with duels. Here, as two living legends struggled for dominance, their lives 
balanced on a knife’s edge, there was only expectant, deadly silence. 


Kugo and Kon had never fought before, but they knew each other all the same; not that that 
stopped them from bringing all their years of deadly experience to bear. Kon was stronger, and 
slightly larger, especially when he was fully transformed as he was now, but Kugo was quicker, 
and his sonic attacks were disorienting as all hell, especially to Kon’s sensitive hearing. 


It was just such a sonic attack that left Kon stumbling back, shaking his head as the very air 
shuddered around him, leaving an opening for Kugo to land a powerful blow into his opponent’s 
gut. 


Kon gasped, crumpling to his knees-but as Kugo tried to finish him off, Kon twisted, opening his 
jaws and unleashing a wave of hellfire that sent Kugo leaping backwards, raising his arm even as 
the skin seared and burned to block Kon’s claws, which raked down his flesh, opening long, deep 
wounds. 


The two men fell back again, eyes watching the other cautiously as they regained their footing and 
nursed their wounds-and they had a Jot of wounds. Both of them were fighting to kill, and made no 
secret of it; this would not be a long fight, but it would be a bloody one. 


Suddenly, Kugo broke the silence. “Tell me, Chimera,” he said, “‘ Why the hell are you killing 
yourself for this damn boy? You that scared of him?” 


Kon was wheezing as he got back onto his feet, but he still barked out a laugh, short and sharp. 
“Oh, please,” he scoffed. “I ain’t scared of him in the slightest.” 


Kugo’s expression was relentless. “Then why’d you kneel to him?” he demanded. 


Standing, Kon chuckled just as he had before-but there was something new in his eyes, something 
loose and almost vulnerable. “...Do you know what it’s like, Orca?” he asked, his voice wavering, 
just a little. “To see a goddamn boy face off against everything you’ ve ever hated, and win? To 
watch him tear down everything you ever tried to build-not to put himself in its place, like you 
would’ ve, but to build it better?” 


Kugo remained utterly expressionless, his face a perfect mask; only an oddly distant glint in his 
eyes gave away what he was thinking-of the memories he was facing, of a walled city beneath the 
earth, a man with glittering blades on his arms, the faces of people he would never again be able to 


face. “I’ve got some idea,” he said softly. 


Kon was now on his feet again, but he didn’t attack; he merely whispered, “It’s...it’s a fucking 
revelation, Orca. A revelation that men aren’t as shitty as you thought they were, that even in the 
pits of fucking hell , there are good men. And a revelation...that all you are is a vampire, sucking 
blood out of a stinking corpse.” 


Kugo snorted. Then, he broke the stalemate by attacking again. Kon snarled as he met Kugo’s 
blow, blocking it with his own massive forearm, then counterattacking with vicious claws. 


No fire this time, no sonic attacks; just hand-to-hand combat between two of the most vicious 
murderers the Depths had ever seen, men with blood staining every inch of their skin, clinging to 
every facet of their souls. The stomping of their immense feet, the creak of their inhuman bodies as 
they pushed themselves to the limit, was like the heartbeat of the earth itself, a hymn to the dark 
caves and the desperate, bloody past. 


This wasn’t an elegant battle between hero and villain; this was a fight as the Depths had always 
fought, with bloody claws and shattered bones and history carved into skin with scars. 


Kon reeled back, one arm hanging twisted and useless at his side, and Kugo followed, relentless. 
He hit Kon in the chest before the man could recover, and felt ribs crack. He ducked under a swipe 
from Kon’s claws, then did it again. 


Kon lost his footing, and was sent flying backwards. He fought to rise, already bracing for the 
attack he knew would be coming-only to find Kugo standing where he’d been, his face still that 
perfect mask. 


“You’ve made an awful lot of corpses,” he observed in that dark, deadly voice. “Odd time to grow 
a conscience.” 


Kon knew better than to question the choice to let him back on his feet; he took advantage of 
kindness, as he always had, exploiting it until he came out on top. If Kugo would be so foolish as to 
not finish a man off when he was on the ground, then Kon would use that against him, every time. 


And even so, there was something different in his voice as he shook his head to clear it, then spoke. 
““A man can only do so much killin’ before...before the thrill vanishes from it,” he admitted, an 
odd hitch in his words. “It left a long time ago for me-I just never realized it. But now? Now, I’ve 
got a new thrill-the thrill of knowing that I can make it all mean something. I can build something 
that isn’t made out of corpses.” 


Kugo snorted, clearly not believing him for a second. “Sounds like you’ ve just got a new excuse 
for the same old shit you’ ve always done, Chimera,” he replied. 


Kon’s response was a sort of panting grin, a wolflike expression that bared teeth like steak knives, 
his eyes laughing and utterly shameless. “What can I say?” he answered with a shrug. “I am what I 
am-and so are you. What was it you said? We’re a pair of old killers, Gang Orca. Our time is 
over.” 


He was on his feet again in a flash, charging to meet Kugo again, head lowered to expose razor- 
sharp horns. 


Kugo didn’t flinch; he simply caught Kon by those horns, the sheer force behind the attack 
sending them both skidding backwards before their momentum was finally arrested. 


Kon growled ferociously, trying to pull his way free, fists landing punches on Kugo’s undefended 


torso, his claws digging deep into the orca-man’s flesh, but Kugo refused to let go. 


“Our time” never should have happened, Chimera,” he snarled, rage coloring his voice for the first 
time. 


He leaned in close, and sonic waves erupted from his forehead, so fierce and violent that the very 
air itself shook, a tremor shaking the stone beneath their feet. 


Kon howled in pain as he took the full brunt of the attack; he writhed in Kugo’s grip as he took 
blow after blow, stunned and blinded as Kugo broke bones and inflicted pain with only the slightest 
look of irritation on his face. 


At last, there was the familiar red-orange glow of fire, and Kugo was forced to leap backwards as 
Kon unleashed another wave of unfocused flame that seared Kugo’s skin. 


Kon was visibly in agony as he rose up to his full height once again, but that would never stop him; 
pain was an old friend to both of them, and neither had ever forgotten its lessons. 


“Maybe so,” he grunted. “But it made us both what we are, Gang Orca. Seems like you’ ve 
forgotten that. To answer your question, though. ..I didn’t follow Tokoyami because he beat me. I 
followed him because he offered me something I spent my whole life pretending didn’t exist-a 
future. But if the only way I can contribute to the future that boy is building is by goin’ out in a 
blaze of glory...then Ill do it with a smile on my face.” 


With that, he breathed in, mouth glowing once again, and Kugo’s eyes went wide. He rushed 
forwards-but before he could close the distance, Kon unleashed the same focused, laserlike blast 
that had so nearly killed Fumikage Tokoyami himself. 


Kugo went to leap aside, to let it pass harmlessly by him-and then he heard screaming from behind 
his back, and his jaw clenched. 


The Elevators. The damn Elevators, packed with innocent people. 


Kugo grit his teeth, and reared back his own head. Just before the laser struck him, it met the force 
of his own sonic attack. 


The laser was too fast, too focused, to be totally scattered by Kugo’s sonic waves-but it did weaken 
it, turn it from a beam into a swirling explosion that consumed the whole street, flinging fire and 
smoke in every direction. In the aftermath, Kon stopped attacking, eyes a little wide at the sight of 
the devastation he’d caused. For a moment, everything was silent, expectant. 


And then Kugo burst through the smoke, his whole body seared and burned, his eyes wide with 
blind, murderous rage. 


Kon charged to meet him, but Kugo was too quick. He struck Kon like a charging bull, his sheer 
ferocity overwhelming the larger man’s strength. He shattered Kon’s remaining unbroken ribs with 
a single punch, then barreled into him, sending him crashing to the stony earth. 


Kon shouted in pain, but it was quickly silenced as Kugo smashed a fist the size of a battering ram 
into his face. Then he did it again. And again. 


Kugo struck Kon over and over, raining blows until, finally, he seemed to come to his senses. With 
a heave of effort, he stood over the prone, twisted form of his enemy. 


Somehow, Kon was still conscious-but he had no breath left to curse, no fire left to breathe. He 


tried to rise, once, and his broken, battered body refused. With a groan, he rested his head back, 
wolfish jaws parted, almost in a rueful grin. A legend, brought low. 


bed 


“T’ll be damned,” he murmured, seemingly less terrified than disappointed. “Well? End it already. 


Kugo stood tall over him, blood coursing over his body, his skin covered in burns and still 
smoking, every inch of him magnificent in the gleaming dark. A monster with a life of death and 
destruction behind him-and in front of him, too. He could not change. He would not change, ever. 


He looked down at his conquered enemy-a man who deserved the worst death imaginable, a 
monster in every sense. A man just like him. 


Kugo’s eyes gave him away; he wanted to oblige Kon. One last death, to make it all mean 
something. One last sin to stain a soul already darker than pitch. It was tempting-so tempting. 


It is easy to spare the man on the other side when he is good. But all too often-as both Kugo and 
Kon knew- easy is the enemy of right. And when your enemy is not good, when he is flawed and 
broken and dark-that is the only time that mercy means something. 


There was only one way this could end. There was only one fitting conclusion to the last duel the 
Depths would ever see. 


Kugo looked down at Kon. Then, he stood, and said, “No.” 


As Kugo turned his back as if to walk back down the broken, rubble-filled street towards the 
Elevators, Kon burst out laughing. It was a short, sharp thing-his broken ribs wouldn’t allow 
anything else-but it carried all the mirth of a man past caring, and somehow still drawing breath. 


“Still thinking you’re a hero?” he called out-but there was a waver to his voice, a humanity to it. 
There was shock, and...of all things, there was hope. 


Kugo came to a stop in the middle of the street. All around him, the Ten Kings watched from a 
distance-respectful, but vigilant. This-this was a new story, one that had never played out in all the 
duels before. It demanded reverence, and perhaps a little fear, and received it from these men, who 
revered nothing and feared nothing. 


“If you want that damn future so bad, Chimera, don’t make somebody else do all the work,” Kugo 
spat, blunt and sharp and ringing. “You want to atone? Pick up the pieces and fucking build. ’'m 
not here to kill you. I never have been.” 


Kon snorted. “So what?” he asked. “You just...let me go?” 


“T told you, [ ain’t a hero,” Kugo replied. “I don’t drag people to prison. You’ ve lost, Kon-but 
there’s still a way out. I didn’t think there was one for me-but if a man like you can believe in 
something bigger than himself, than maybe I can, too.” 


Then, Kugo made a choice-one of those little decisions that defines history, that ends a war, that 
changes men into something more. He turned back to Kon, stepping forward to hold out a massive 
hand to his downed opponent. 


For a second, Kon simply stared at the outstretched hand, his red eyes utterly unreadable. Then, he 
grinned, a chuckle rising through bloody lips and bared teeth. “‘Still the same fool as always, 
Kugo,” he said. 


With a grunt, he reached out with his good arm, and took Kugo’s hand. 


Kugo pulled the Chimera to his feet with practiced ease. He, too, was smiling, a wry little twist of 
his inhuman face. 


“With pride, Kon,” he rumbled. 


All around them, the Ten Kings moved at last-they understood that it was over. Two men rushed to 
their leader’s side-while the others, obeying the unspoken promise of the Depths, began to retreat 
back down the street. They turned and left-the Elevators, and all those within, were safe. 


For his part, Kugo simply stood there, ignoring his injuries, breathing hard in the way that only a 
fight for your life can push you to-the kind that bordered on luxurious, basking in the glory of 
being alive. 


He raised a massive hand to his head, tilting it back until he was staring up at the featureless, dark 
void of stone above. But he wasn’t looking at the stone-he was looking at what lay beyond. 


“Tm gettin’ too damn old for this,” he rumbled, his voice soft, quiet, but still utterly inhuman. 


He spared one last glance at the Elevators behind him, still packed with people-people who were 
now pressed up against the windows in shock, eyes wide as they stared at their savior. 


Kugo snorted, and turned away again. He strode into the dark, blending in until there was no sign 
of him at all. Soon, the only sign that he’d ever been there was blood on the stone. 


The ruins of what had once been the world-famous Market District of the Underground had 
become an alien, fantastical landscape. 


Unable to land a knockout blow through Ibara’s layers of interwoven vines, Ochako had changed 
tactics; she’d touched seemingly every boulder and bit of rubble on the battlefield, sending them 
floating into the air. They ranged in size from basketballs to buildings, a three-dimensional maze of 
living, twisting rock that spun aimlessly, untethered from gravity. 


It was a maze that Ochako and Tsu knew how to navigate; they leaped from rock to rock, Tsu with 
her powerful legs and Ochako with her suit’s grappling hook, ignoring direction and gravity with 
ease as they weaved and bobbed around Ibara’s static form, standing in the center of the stony 
hurricane. Their motion caused further motion, simple physics sending rocks whipping around each 
time they landed on one, turning the whole battlefield into a whirling maelstrom of stone and steel, 
rocks smashing into each other with thunderous crashes. 


No matter how Tsu and Ochako moved, though, they couldn’t get close enough to Ibara to end it. 
Ibara’s vines were simply too numerous, her control of them too masterful; they whipped around 
the battlefield in their thousands, twisting and winding around every floating obstacle threw at 
them, seeking out their prey. It was all the two of them could do to avoid getting grabbed; they had 
no chance to take the offensive. 


Of course, Ibara’s single-minded focus on catching them had cost her; Ochako had seen more than 
a few rocks strike her while her attention was focused on them. Sadly, they’d done no more than 
bruise and injure her. 


She gritted her teeth. They were stuck in a stalemate-neither of them able to get enough of an upper 
hand to knock the other out. Sooner or later, though, that balance would shatter-and whoever was 
on the losing side of that collapse would be fucked. 


A moment later, Ochako’s prediction was proven horribly right. 


Ochako and Tsu came around opposite sides of a particularly large boulder, only to be confronted 
with the sight of Ibara wearing a bloody, hateful grin on her face. It was a victorious expression- 
and a second later, they realized why. 


“Oh, fuck,”” Ochako managed to blurt as she saw the hundreds of rocks clutched in the grasp of 
countless vines-vines that were rearing back to throw like an army of the most monstrous slingers 
in the world. 


“This is why she was chasing us around,” Ochako realized numbly. “So we wouldn’t notice her 
collecting ammunition.” 


And now they were pinned down by their own defensive whirlwind, caught between hundreds of 
miniature catapults and a separate wave of vines snaking through the vortex behind them. 
Checkmate. 


A second later, Ibara snapped her fingers, and a wave of stone shot towards the stunned figures of 
Ochako and Tsu. 


The throws weren’t particularly accurate, but then, it wasn’t as if they needed to be, when there 
were so damn many of them. Even the countless obstacles between them and their targets didn’t 
matter; the rocks were thrown with such velocity that they either smashed into the floating 
boulders and sent them careening backwards, adding them to the hail of firepower, or shattered 
them into pieces entirely. 


There was nowhere to go, no time to even brace for impact. Ochako and Tsu were caught right in 
the center of the bullseye. 


Tsu, lower down in the hurricane of stone, took multiple direct impacts, and was sent skidding 
down the wide, rubble-strewn street, bouncing off the ground several times before finally rolling to 
a stop, showing no signs of rising. Ochako, somehow, got it even worse; she was hit by half a 
dozen rocks at once. She felt bones break as they sent her careening backwards, her own 
weightlessness working against her; she had no mass to slow her down, and so she went flying, 
stopping only when she smashed into the half-destroyed ruins of a building, which promptly 
collapsed on top of her. 


A moment later, the floating whirlwind of rocks fell apart; with Ochako’s quirk out of action 
alongside her, they abruptly began to fall like rain. A few nearly struck Ibara, who was forced to 
cower beneath a tightly woven net of vines until the danger passed. As that canopy unraveled, 
Ibara shook her head, staggering visibly as her vines retreated. She no longer looked like a monster 
out of legend and myth; she looked tired, and unsteady, and in pain. She was human again. 


“[’m...sorry,” she said quietly, not sure who she was even speaking to, but feeling that it needed to 
be said all the same. 


Tsu was too far away, and too badly injured, to hear; the ruins of the building Ibara had thrown 
Ochako into didn’t shift. bara sighed regretfully, slowly turning to rejoin her troops. 


Then, calamity. 


Far away, green lightning flashed as Atlas delivered a mighty blow-a blow that shook the whole of 
the Underground. The lightning faded quickly, but the damage had been done. The rampaging of 
godlike forces of nature through a city always flirting on the edge of cave-in anyway had wreaked 
visible havoc on the earth all around them; support pillars were starting to crack, jagged stalactites 
the size of city blocks swaying with each strike. And this final blow proved too much for one of the 


largest of the behemoths-a stony spear larger than a skyscraper that hung directly over the market 
district. With a mighty cracking sound that-just for a moment-drowned out the mad din of the war 
below, it fell like God’s own fist towards the city below. 


There were screams from civilian and hero and Outcast alike as the titanic rock fell. The organized 
chaos of the battlefield fell apart into plain old chaos, people pushing and shoving and running as 
the ceiling came down above them. 


There was no point; nobody was going to get away. The collapse was too fast, too big, too deadly, 
and there was nobody to stop it. 


Ibara reacted without thinking. Her vines carried her up out of the street, away from the surging 
crowd, and kept going. She drew back everything she had, pulled all her vines together into a pillar 
that surged up, up, up into the sky, so quickly that the world blurred around her. She and her vines 
were all there was in the world; her and the stone sky falling. 


Ibara could feel her energy failing, could see her vision going dark at the edges; she’d pushed too 
far. The sheer scale of the battle had forced her to draw on more strength than she almost ever 
used, her injuries mounting; she’d hit her wall. She stood on a cliff of exhaustion, on the verge of 
collapsing. But she couldn’t fail now. There were too many people who would die if she did. 


Her vines stretched outwards, weaving together into a wide web, hoping to catch and stop the 
falling chunk of stone before it crushed them all. They made contact, splaying out like a thousand 
arms, forming pillars that took the weight of the rock. But it wasn’t enough; the rock kept coming, 
still falling, making her vines sway and strain, pushed to their absolute limits. Ibara took a deep 
breath, braced herself, called on one last bit of power- 


And tipped over the edge, as the strain proved too much for her weakened, exhausted body. 


Ibara’s eyes went wide as her vines slumped, her whole support pillar unraveling in a fraction of a 
second. Vines snapped with violent cracks, and instead of catching the boulder, Ibara fell before it, 
plummeting to earth as her own supports failed as well, a limp rag in the wind as the stone came 
down. 


Before she could even register the terror of falling, there was a blur of green, leaping into the air 
towards her. 


Ibara felt slight but strong arms wrap around her out of nowhere, a small woman with a wide face 
throwing herself into harm’s way to stop her from striking the stone. Her momentum was suddenly 
arrested, and instead of falling to her death, [bara found herself and Tsuyu Asui rolling end-over- 
end down the stony street, rock tearing at them painfully-but they were alive. 


Ibara gasped in shock; Tsu was visibly injured, blood coating her clothing and skin, and yet 
somehow, she was still moving. Her eyes were strong and warm, as they always were. 


In that moment, Ibara had a thousand questions, and they might have spilled from her lips, 
overwhelmed her rage, if they had had time. But they didn’t; Tsu’s heroics were all for naught, an 
afterthought as the stone came down. 


“So that’s it, then,” she thought, tears of pain filling her eyes, screams filling her ears. “Jt’s over. I 
failed.” 


With desperation, [bara used what little strength she had left, not to fight or rage or hate, not even 
to save the people she’d given so much for. No, she simply raised a hand to her neck, fumbling for 


the tiny cross on a simple chain. 


“T’'ll be there soon, Mother,” she thought as the stone struck the earth below, screams fading out 
as- 


The clatter of shifting rubble. A yell of defiance that crossed all boundaries, shattered every heart, 
ended every war. A blur of pink and brown Ibara only caught at the last possible second as it 
streaked towards her. A flash of light. 


And then the boulder that had blotted out the sky... stopped. The air it had driven before it 
splashed outwards in a rush of wind and force, tearing at clothes, making people who had braced 
themselves to die fight to open their eyes. 


When Ibara could see again, her breath left her lungs. The boulder was floating. It hovered a few 
feet off the ground, bobbing lazily in the air, frozen in place, robbed of all its momentum a fraction 
of a fraction of a second before it would have hit the ground. It was an impossible, unbelievable 
sight. And the woman-the hero- kneeling on Ibara’s chest was the cause. 


Ibara stared up in awe at Ochako, who barely seemed to see her as she panted desperately, all five 
fingers touching the underside of the enormous piece of stone. Her other arm was braced against 
the ground right next to Ibara, and her whole body was shaking from the effort of escaping the 
rubble and catching the stalactite. [bara couldn’t remember how to speak as she looked at the 
blood-soaked, wounded figure of the hero who had just saved her life-who had just saved them all. 


It was one of those moments that lasts forever-a moment that legends are made of. A woman 
kneeling, torn and bloodied, one hand upturned to place all five fingers against a falling stone, 
halting it utterly. 


At last, though, Ibara found it in her to whisper, “Why?” 


Ochako didn’t seem to need to ask what Ibara meant. Between great, heaving breaths, turning the 
skyscraper-sized rock in her hand like she was spinning a plate, Ochako answered, “Because...I 
understand. Because I know what it’s like to be desperate. Because I’m a hero.” 


With that, she stood. The boulder seemed to weigh literally nothing as she raised it over her head, 
giving those beneath it room to stand tall again. [bara could only watch the sight, and wonder why 
the presence of a hero made her feel safe again. 


Mina had fought for her life before...but never like this. 


She couldn’t quite pin down why it felt different, as the world devolved into a whirling storm of 
blades and shadows, trying to keep Kuroiro at bay. 


Was it the opponent? Kuroiro was the most dangerous man she’d ever fought, she could tell that 
already; lightning quick, impossible to hit, a master of finding blind spots and exploiting them 
ruthlessly. He was a shadow, moving too quick to see coming-it was only Mina’s long experience 
with being blind, and Momo’s absurd firepower, that kept them from being instantly defeated. But 
they hadn’t been-and Kuroiro seemed unable to find a way to get past their defenses. 


Was it the war raging all around her? Mina had never seen one like this-it brought back memories 
of the Incursion Wars she’d lived through as a street child...only this fight put the Incursion Wars 
to shame. The raging green hurricane and the monster made of darkness overhead, shaking the 
Underground with every blow as they scattered lesser combatants around them like ants, were 
proof enough of that. 


But no. There was only one thing that it could be-one reason why, even as allies fell all around her 
and she found herself seconds from joining them, Mina never stopped smiling. 


She’d finally found something to fight for. She wasn’t just trying to survive anymore; wasn’t just 
acting on base instincts, driven only by the endless search for food and shelter. Now...now she was 
fighting because she knew that /ife awaited her on the other side. 


And that made all the difference. 


Kuroiro appeared again, striking from below as he erupted from the stone. Mina was ready for it; 
she twisted as he stabbed towards her, letting his knife pass harmlessly by her. She flung a ball of 
acid towards his face as she moved, forcing him back once again. 


Kuroiro hissed with frustration, and started towards her again, but he was met by Momo, spinning 
that white crystalline staff with a speed and ferocity that Mina never would have expected from the 
posh, sheltered woman she’d met, what felt like a lifetime ago. 


But then, she was a hero, with all that implied-in skill as well as in sins. Perhaps they’d both 
misread each other. 


Kuroiro ducked under the swinging staff, only to take a blow to the side of the head as Momo 
expertly flicked it down and into his path. She tried to press her advantage, but Kuroiro simply 
disappeared, the staff swinging through empty space where his head had just been. He switched 
targets, once again attacking Mina as she tried to catch her breath. 


“He really wants to kill me,” Mina noted as she ducked and dodged away again, using her acid to 
hold Kuroiro off. “Can’t imagine why.” 


Kuroiro didn’t vanish this time, even when a ball of acid caught him on the shoulder and began to 
burn away fabric and even skin; instead, he moved like lightning, catching Mina across the face 
with a punch thrown from her blindspot. 


Mina staggered backwards, only for Kuroiro to follow. This time, he leaped at her, forcing her to 
crash to the ground with a grunt as she desperately caught the blade of his knife with her hand. 


Even as she grit her teeth and blood trickled down her fingers, Kuroiro’s knife inches from her 
face, Kuroiro leaned over her, eyes burning with hatred. 


“Before you die,” he said, low and dark and churning like a river, “I'll have you tell me exactly 
what they promised you, traitor.” 


Mina chuckled. “They promised me nothing,” she spat hatefully. “I’m doing this out of love, not 
greed.” 


“Ts that why you did it?” Kuroiro sneered, pushing forward with all his might, trying to get his 
knife free of Mina’s grip, so that it could sink home into her flesh. “For him?” 


Mina smiled, a sharp and bitter thing-the Depths smile, the one that was not worn but grown , 
grown like armor around the heart. Her fingers tightened on the blade of Kuroiro’s knife, starting 
to steam, smoke dribbling between her fingertips as the point dug into her scarred cheek. 


“What else would I do it for?” she asked, quiet, but with the strength to move mountains. “What 
else is worth it?” 


Kuroiro’s eyes flashed, filled by some emotion she couldn’t name, but before he could respond, 


Momo was there. “Look away!” she shouted as she hurled a small, round object at the two of them. 
That was all the incentive Mina needed to obey; she turned her head just as the grenade exploded, 
not with fire, but with a flash of light so bright it briefly turned the pitch-black plaza bright as an 
aboveground day. 


Kuroiro howled as the flashbang blinded him, giving Momo an opening that she wasted no time in 
ruthlessly exploiting. Her staff cracked into the Outcast’s ribs, sending him flying away and giving 
Mina the chance to scramble to her feet. 


Kuroiro had vanished the second his body had brushed the black stone ground; he reemerged again 
a second later, still gunning for Mina, who braced herself once again. 


He never even reached her; Momo stepped between them, staff clashing against Kuroiro’s long 
knife and turning his charge into a frantic shoving match, attempting to push past her. 


Kuroiro held his ground, either too angry or too focused to bother trying to vanish; that cost him a 
second later, as a shotgun popped out of Momo’s forearm, aimed perfectly at his face. It fired. 


Mina’s eyes went wide as Kuroiro went flying; Momo’s quirk was goddamn terrifying. Judging by 
the fact that Kuroiro still had a face, the gun had probably been loaded with beanbag rounds-not 
that that made it much less dangerous, especially at such point-blank ranges. 


Kuroiro was on his feet again within seconds, snarling with rage as he rubbed the invisible bruise 
on his inky face. 


“You won’t hurt her,” Momo told him, her voice perfectly steady. “You won’t be hurting anybody, 
villain.” 


Kuroiro scoffed. “You can’t stop me,” he snarled. “Get out of my way.” 
Momo shook her head. “No,” she replied. “Getting in the way is what a hero does.” 


Kuroiro laughed. “Please,” he hissed. “What heroes do is keep us trapped down here, so you don’t 
have to face the consequences for treating us like animals.” 


As abruptly as he appeared, Kuroiro vanished again, leaving only the barest suggestion of motion 
as he merged with the stone. 


Momo instantly whirled around; Kuroiro had tried this exact trick multiple times already, and she 
and Mina were already getting wise. 


Unfortunately, so was Kuroiro; instead of coming from behind, he instead popped out from exactly 
the direction he had vanished, so that Momo’s back was now turned, already thrusting forward 
with his knife. 


“Look out!” Mina shouted, realizing what had happened before Momo did. Knowing acid 
wouldn’t reach in time, she threw herself.into Kuroiro shoulder-first. 


That had mixed results; Kuroiro’s blade didn’t plunge into Momo’s unprotected back, but as 
Kuroiro reeled, he did manage to slash her across her half-turned face; Momo staggered back, hand 
flying to her face, blinded and out of the fight for a moment. 


Tangled together, Mina and Kuroiro crashed to the ground, all tactics forgotten; it became a brawl 
for a second, a mess of flying limbs and clenched fists that ended with Kuroiro kicking her off him 
with a frustrated snarl. 


They were both slow getting to their feet after that, nursing wounds and rapidly nearing exhaustion. 


That gave Kuroiro a chance to speak. “I don’t care why you did it,” he said. “You’re still betraying 
your people by being with him.” 


Mina sighed, but it was nothing she hadn’t told herself. Still, she wasn’t the kind to take the insult 
quietly, either. 


“No, I’m betraying the Outcasts,” she corrected him. “And I admit, I don’t feel all too bad about 
that.” 


Kuroiro scoffed. “A meaningless distinction, especially now,” he said in that same odd, layered 
voice. 


Mina...couldn’t argue with that. The Outcasts did represent the Depths-their anger, their grief, 
their burning desire for justice...and the things she’d seen in Homeland, too, the world they were 
building for themselves, a place where all were welcome. 


But still, she spoke. 


“T’m not like you,” she said quietly. “I’m not like Fumi either. I...don’t want to burn the world 
down because it hurt us. I just want it to stop. “ 


Kuroiro shook his head. “It'll never stop,” he insisted, with the fervor of a man who had learned 
never to expect anything from the world. “This city, this world-it’s already burning. It’s always 
burning-we’re just tinder.” 


His words rang, in the ruins of this city beneath the earth, with burning buildings and the twisted, 
broken remnants of the twin statues of Craton and Faultline lying in the plaza around them. But 
even so, something deep in Mina’s chest said that he was wrong. 


“Maybe,” Mina admitted. “But I chose to set down my torch.” 


Kuroiro laughed at that, at her innocence, “And what good did that do?” he demanded, leveling his 
knife at her. 


Mina didn’t look down at it; she held her gaze firmly on Kuroiro’s as she said, “It let me be 
happy.” 


Kuroiro’s laugh grew louder, darker, angrier. “Happy? Happy? ” he repeated incredulously, as 
only a man who had only known the dark could. “What good is being happy when everything is so 
wrong?” 


There was a question within that question-one that made his voice sound younger as he spoke, 
losing some of its bitter edge. His knife dipped, wavering, if only for a moment. 


“T don’t know,” Mina admitted softly. “All I do know is that the only time being happy can mean 
something is when the whole world wants to make you cry.” 


Kuroiro faltered, then; in the raging maelstrom of the battlefield, amidst the lightning storm and 
the shattering stone and the crackling gunfire, he looked up, and Mina saw his eyes widen as her 
words struck home. 


“T’ve spent my whole life being angry,” she said, scraped raw and honest. “I’m tired of it. It’s eaten 
me alive...hollowed me out. I’m more than the anger. I’m the love and the hope and all the rest of 


it too. I can be angry at the world, can want it to change-and I can love it all the same.” 


Some part of Mina, hearing her own words, recognized Tsu in them-and Izuku, and Uraraka and 
Mezou and Craton and Faultline. Fumikage, too, his words ringing through her with the strength of 
aman who could change the world. 


She was all of their voices and none of them-a thousand inspirations melted together into 
something new. Mina felt a strange, warm sort of calm settle over her, and recognized it for what it 
was-the other end of the tunnel. The place she’d been searching for all her life, without ever 
knowing it. 


Something snapped in Kuroiro’s eyes; maybe it was his patience, or his rage. Whatever it was, he 
did not respond with words, only a desperate cry as he lunged towards her. He didn’t bother with 
his quirk, he simply ran, long knife utterly black even in the night. 


Mina didn’t run, didn’t dodge, didn’t flinch. She waited until he was right on top of her, blade 
thrusting towards her heart- 


And she caught it, with hands covered in bubbling acid. 


Kuroiro’s eyes widened as his attack was halted; before he could react, Mina’s other hand grabbed 
his wrist, rendering him unable to break free. 


She met his eyes, and finally let herself grin. “That being said,” she admitted, “This is gonna be 
satisfying as hell.” 


There was a hissing sound from the blade trapped in her hand; Mina’s fingers tightened on the 
knife, smoke rising from them, melting and bubbling as her acid grew stronger. Her fingers 
clenched tighter, starting to melt through the black-painted weapon. 


At last, with a shriek of failing metal, the knife simply...fell apart, collapsing into smoky 
nothingness that faded before it touched the ground. 


Shocked, Kuroiro stumbled forward, off-balance, utterly defenseless. Funny-Mina had assumed 
that the blows she and Mina had landed were doing nothing to him, but now, so close and so clear- 
eyed, she realized that the man was bruised and battered, barely staying on his feet. Or, perhaps, 
whatever burning source of rage had let him push beyond his own exhaustion was flickering. 


Whatever the reason, it had the same result; Mina stepped forward, and punched him in the face. 


It was a good, clean blow, and from the way Kuroiro dropped like a stone, the ruined hilt of his 
knife clattering out of nerveless fingers, Mina knew instantly that it was a knockout punch. The 
kind Fumi and Mezou had taught her in the alleys and caves of the Depths, back before her heart 
led her towards the sun. 


From behind her, Mina heard another welcome sound; the sound of a woman she’d 
underestimated, stepping forward in a blur of metal and crystal, odd, snakelike objects whistling 
past Mina as she stepped back. 


Before Kuroiro had even touched the ground, Momo had him bound and trussed like a turkey, 
white reflective strips of laminated fabric tying themselves tightly around the fallen mutant. 


They had won. Why, then, did it not feel like a victory? 


Mina turned away from Kuroiro’s prone form, but found herself staring into the too-understanding 


eyes of Momo Yaoyorozu. “What should we do with him?” Momo asked, stepping up beside 
Mina. 


Mina blinked with surprise, turning to look up at the taller heroine. The wound from Kuroiro’s 
blade was still bleeding freely; it had missed Momo’s eye by perhaps half an inch, marring her 
beauty with a long-albeit shallow-gash across her cheek and up onto her nose. Even so, she barely 
seemed to feel it-or just didn’t care. Either way, it made it even harder for Mina to see the face of 
that hero-the hero who had just fought alongside her, saving her life multiple times-and spot the 
abovegrounder. 


“Why are you asking me?” she asked, confused. “You’re the hero.” 


Momo nodded; she was not the imperious, refined lady Mina had met all that time ago, nor the 
ferocious hero she had fought alongside. She was quiet, reserved-and her eyes were utterly honest 
as she met Mina’s gaze. 


“That’s why I’m asking,” Momo admitted. “I won’t just assume I know best-and I’m not going to 
cause any more harm to people who just want to be treated fairly.” 


Mina raised an eyebrow. “And here I thought you were just a spoiled rich girl,” she said, only half 
joking. 


Momo snorted, but her eyes stayed the same. “I can at least try to learn from my mistakes,” she 
said softly. “And if I couldn’t recognize my failings, I wouldn’t have made it very far as a hero, 
now would I?” 


Mina couldn’t help but smile a little. Once again, she found herself wondering at just how easy it 
was to become blinded to how other people thought-how quickly they were replaced with 
assumptions, slotted into boxes and dismissed without thinking. It was so nice to be pleasantly 
surprised by someone for once. 


“Let him go,” she decided, nodding at Kuroiro’s limp form. “He’s not a threat anymore.” 


Mina half-expected Momo to argue, or at least to hesitate; instead, she simply nodded, and with a 
single motion, Kuroiro’s restraints were undone. Nothing happened, of course; the man was still 
out, and unlikely to be much of a threat for a good long while. 


Mina turned away; the battle seemed to be quieting down now, especially since Fumikage had 
seemingly been defeated. 


She fought back the lump in her throat. She’d have time to mourn-even if the man who would 
inevitably comfort her had been the one to kill him. 


Suddenly, Mina saw the crackling sun of green lightning explode into being once more; gentler 
than it had been, but still too bright to look at directly. 


Her heart twisted itself into knots as Izuku soared over the city, and began to descend right in front 
of them, until he was finally visible at the center of his own personal supernova, carrying- 


The lump in Mina’s throat disappeared. Without even thinking, she started forward just as Izuku’s 
feet touched the ground, bearing a limp but unmistakably alive figure in his arms. 


Fumikage, it seemed, had come back to her. 
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Izuku’s feet had barely touched the earth before Mina was sprinting towards him. He had scarcely 
lowered Fumikage to the ground before she leaped into his arms, sending him staggering 
backwards. 


Mina pulled him close, and brought her lips to his, feeling his arms encircle her in return; only 
when her lungs finally screamed for air did she let him go. Some part of her refused to believe it, 
could not comprehend that he had kept his promise to come back. The rest of her was too busy 
crying with joy to care. 


Izuku smiled as he held her tight. “I’m glad you’re okay,” he murmured softly. 


Mina forced herself not to cry, blinking back tears of relief as she answered, “Me too.” Then, 
calmer and in better control of herself, she glanced down at Fumikage, who was sitting up, but it 
seemed like that was all he could do; he was bruised and broken, but somehow, impossibly, alive. 


He looked up at her, recognition blossoming in his eyes. For a moment, he looked like he wanted 
to say something to her. 


Then, her eyes hardened, and she looked away. Fumikage could only watch her, something fading 
out of his eyes. He hung his head, and the moment passed. 


Carefully, without looking down at the man who had tried to kill her, Mina asked, “So, you 
didn’t...” 


She couldn’t find the words to complete the question. How could she explain the whirlwind of 
hopes and fears that had suddenly been left lurching in her chest, how seeing Fumikage beaten but 
alive at Izuku’s feet somehow stoked a spark of hope in her chest? 


Izuku didn’t need her to explain; he could read her at a glance. He nodded once. “No,” he said 
softly. “I almost did...but that wouldn’t have been justice.” 


Mina felt something in her soar at that, proof that, despite everything, Izuku had listened and 
listened well to Faultline. But still, she had more questions than answers. 


“What is justice, then?” she asked softly. 


Izuku hesitated-then, slowly, turned to look at Fumikage too, who was looking up at him with 
guarded, cautious eyes. There was danger in that gaze-but there was hope, too. 


“T was going to ask...the same thing,” he rasped. 


“T don’t know,” Izuku admitted, a soft smile on his face as he looked around at the burning, 
bleeding city. “But....but I don’t think justice is a thing you find like that. It’s a thing you seek.” 


Fumikage raised an eyebrow. “Please don’t make my head hurt any more than it already does,” he 
muttered. 


Izuku snorted, and even Mina managed a smile. Izuku shrugged sheepishly. “I don’t have all the 
answers,” he said. “But if either of us are going to find them...we’ll have to work together. Take 
this one step at a time. We’ll figure out the path forward-I promise. But we have something else we 
need to take care of, first.” 


Fumikage looked around, then, at the pitch-black city, the air still filled with smoke and screams. 
He nodded heavily. 


“This has to end,” Izuku said firmly. “Your war is over, Tokoyami.” 


Fumikage met his eyes. “And so is yours,” he replied, still resolute, still powerful even when he 
could barely sit up. 


Izuku nodded. “Do you have a way to contact your people?” he asked. “To have them stand 
down?” 


Fumikage raised a hand to the side of his head, clearly checking for something. When it came 
away, he held a communicator-somehow, incredibly, still intact and functional. He replaced it-but 
when he met Izuku’s eyes, there was still steel in them. 


“And how should I tell them to stand down?” Fumikage asked. “My people have been dreaming of 
this day for years-decades, for some of them. They won’t stop just because I tell them to, not in the 
heat of the moment. What could I tell them that would make them listen?” 


Izuku met his gaze evenly. “If they won’t retreat,” he replied, “Tell them to come here. To let us 
explain. I’ Il tell the heroes to stand down too-we’ll get everyone in our line of sight, to make sure 
this ends.” 


Fumikage’s expression remained stony and unreadable. “Will they listen to you?” he asked. “Will 
they think it isn’t some trick, or that you’ve lost your nerve somehow?” 


Izuku smiled, though it held no humor. “They trust me,” he said simply. “All of them. Can’t say I 
understand it, but they’ll follow me. They’ ll listen. Can you say the same?” 


Mina watched as a thousand emotions suddenly flickered across Fumikage’s avian features; 
surprise, recognition, awe, bitterness, respect, and, finally, the raw sort of understanding that can 
only come from recognizing a kindred soul. 


“Yes,” he said, with the air of a man finally accepting a truth he had run from. “Yes, I can.” 


For a long moment, neither of them said anything. And then, finally, Fumikage stretched out a 
bloody, twisted hand, half flesh and half shadow. Izuku’s smile widened, and he took Fumikage’s 
hand with his own. 


Slowly but surely, Fumikage allowed Izuku to help him to his feet. Once he was standing, swaying 
a little with the effort, Fumikage told Izuku, “I don’t know if this is foolish or not. But if it is...then 
I suppose we’ ll be fools together.” 


Izuku nodded. “Thank you,” he said quietly. “For trusting me.” 


Fumikage sighed, slumping against the twisted metal of the fallen statues, exhaustion plain in 
every line of his body. “Don’t waste it,” he said, low and rough and deep. 


“T won’t,” Izuku promised. “I swear, I will never fail you or your people again.” 


Fumikage raised his head at that, eyes glittering with an emotion Mina couldn’t name. “You,” he 
informed Izuku, “are the strangest abovegrounder I have ever met.” 


Izuku grinned, recalling Mina’s bright eyes as she told him the same thing. “Yeah,” he replied. “T 
get that a lot.” 


With that, the two of them raised their hands to their ears, and spoke. 


As the words rippled out over the airwaves of the broken city, what was supposed to be the fiery 
beginning of a war became its quiet end. One by one, heroes and mutants paused, ferocious battles 
coming to stunned, confused, awkward halts, brought up short by the impossible orders they were 
receiving. 


Stand down. Cease fighting. Come to the central plaza at once. 


Men and women who had been trying to rip each other apart minutes before began to lower their 
fists-slowly, nervously, not quite trusting their enemies to not prove treacherous. But they did not, 
and bit by bit, a strange, eerie quiet settled over the city. There were no more screams, no more 
battle cries; only silence, and the lingering crackle of the flames. 


Mina watched, stunned, as they began to trickle into the plaza; there were no curses, no threats, no 
insults. Just two armies, bearing their wounded on improvised stretchers, tired and stunned and 
more than a little out of sorts-but relieved that, one way or another, it was all over. 


All any of them had ever wanted was for the madness to stop. Perhaps it had. Maybe this bizarre, 
impossible sight wasn’t a world gone mad-maybe it was, instead, a world gone sane. 


Mina waited anxiously for the others to appear in the steady tide of Outcasts and heroes taking up 
positions on either side of the twisted remnants of the statues of Craton and Faultline (a divide as 
practical as it was symbolic-nobody wanted tensions to flare back up again.) She hadn’t seen them 
since the battle started; the thought of losing one now, when everything was finally seeming to go 
right, scared her to her core. 


It was a long, tense wait, though it wasn’t without odd, memorable sights; Chojuro Kon being 
carried into the plaza by his men, broken and twisted and smiling like a man blessed, the dark form 
of Kugo on his heels, radiating a presence that made men stand aside as he carved a swathe 
through the crowd; Akari limping along, her eyes wide at the impossible sight in front of her, 
staggering-only to be caught by an equally beat-up Keigo, who grinned at her as they made their 


way to the nearby medics. 


And then, finally, Mina saw a now-familiar shock of red, spiky hair, its owner grinning widely as 
he appeared. 


The sight of Ejiro upright and walking and alive nearly made Mina crumple to her knees in 
disbelief. Before she could realize what she was doing, she raced across the plaza to tackle him into 
a hug, making him grunt with surprise. 


“Didn’t think you were the hugging type,” Ejiro cracked as Mina’s grip threatened to crack his 
ribs. 


Mina scoffed, though she did break off the hug and step backwards, golden eyes glinting with 
suppressed tears. “Sorry, I don’t normally watch people fucking die in front of me, you bastard,” 
she snapped. “I’m just glad you’re okay.” 


Ejiro smiled, far more understated and gentle than he usually was. “Thanks,” he replied. “But you 
should know by now that it takes more than that to kill me.” 


Mina nodded. “Figures you’d be too tough to die like that,” she sighed. “You’re like a cockroach; 
too annoying to die.” 


Ejiro staggered back, clasping a hand to his chest in mock pain. “Ouch, that’s harsh,” he muttered. 
“T think I liked you hugging me better.” 


Mina snorted. “Don’t get used to it,” she warned him. “And try not to get yourself almost killed 
again, please?” 


It seemed Ejiro knew when not to push his luck; instead of retorting, he simply nodded. Then, he 
said, “Oh, yeah. I ran into someone who says they know you.” 


He gestured over his shoulder with a grin. Mina craned her neck to see what he was pointing at- 
then broke into a run again as she saw who it was. 


Mezou didn’t even flinch as Mina’s arms encircled his torso, though he did grunt a little at the 
unexpected hit. He shifted the weight in his arms-which Mina now saw was Kamakiri’s 
unconscious body-and wrapped Mina up in a tight, many-armed hug. 


“You came,” she murmured softly. 
He nodded. “Always,” he rumbled, his voice deep and heavy in his chest. 


“Hey, do I get a hug?” another voice cracked from just behind them. Looking up, Mina saw 
Ochako and Tsu limping into the plaza, Ibara carried over their shoulders. All three of them looked 
beaten up, but they were alive-and Mina knew how much of a blessing that was. 


“Td ask for one too, ribbit,” Tsu agreed, “but I don’t think my bones can take a hug right now.” 


Mina gave her one anyway-gently, of course. Ochako, too, although catching Ibara in the middle 
was a little awkward; the vine-haired woman bore it with as much grace as she could, considering 
the circumstances. 


When Mina pulled back, her eyes were shining. “I can’t believe it’s really over,” she said. 


Mezou raised an eyebrow, his monstrous jaw twisted curiously. “Is it?” he asked. “Everyone in the 


city saw Atlas take down that giant monster. If Fumikage’s dead-“ 
Mina winced. “Uh, about that,” she muttered, interrupting Mezou. 


Mezou blinked, stunned into silence; beside him, Ejiro watched them with a strange look in his eye. 
Ibara’s eyes, which had gone wide with horror, shimmered with something that might have been 
hope. 


Sighing, Mina motioned wordlessly for them to follow her. As they did so, they worked their way 
through medical personnel arriving, treating heroes and mutants alike; Mezou left Kamakiri under 
the watchful eye of one of the medics, and finally, they all came to a stop in front of Izuku, who sat 
in quiet, focused conversation with Fumikage. 


It was a bizarre sight; the two men clearly barely trusted each other, but they were working 
together all the same, managing the chaotic scene that was half speech and half refugee camp, 
fielding questions from confused heroes and lieutenants. 


At last, Izuku turned away from one of those questioners, and his eyes landed on them as Fumikage 
lay back against the twisted metal of the fallen statues, clearly still exhausted. His eyes brightened. 


“Tt’s good to see you again, Shoji,” he said warmly after accepting hugs from Ejiro and Ochako, 
holding out a hand for him to shake. 


Mezou didn’t take it; he merely held Izuku’s gaze evenly, wearing an unreadable expression. 
Behind him, Ibara ignored it all to fly to Fumikage’s side, ignoring her injuries to bury her face in 
his chest, sobbing frantically with relief. 


“Atlas,” Mezou said tonelessly. “I would say the same, but you are fucking my sister, and I haven’t 
decided yet whether I’m going to kill you for that or not.” 


Ejiro let out a short, surprised wheeze at that, doubling over in an attempt to control his laughter. 
Mina and Ochako felt no such need; they started howling with laughter, while Tsu simply watched 
with pride and satisfaction in her eyes. 


“You're just now realizing this, ribbit?” she asked her husband. 
An eye formed on one of Mezou’s hands, looking at his wife. 


“Tt’s the first time I’ve been unable to make myself not think about it,” he replied. “And I have to 
admit, I really want to punch him right now.” 


Izuku winced. “Please don’t,” he muttered, lowering his hand. Mina stepped up beside him, taking 
his hand in hers, lacing their fingers tightly together. She glared at Mezou, as if daring him to 
protest. 


Mezou held her gaze for a long moment, then, without saying a word, nodded slowly, a smile 
creeping across his wide face. 


That smile didn’t last long, but it was long enough to make the world a little less dark, before he 
turned to look at Fumikage, who was weakly patting Ibara on the back as the woman cried with 
relief. 


“What the hell have you done, Atlas?” he asked, though there was no anger in it. 


Izuku grinned sheepishly. “Something stupid, probably,” he replied. 


Mezou nodded. “I can see that,” he said dryly. “But why?” 


Izuku looked up at him, and there was no sheepishness in his eyes when he spoke. “Because I 
refuse to kill him,” he answered. “That wouldn’t be justice.” 


Mezou looked like he wanted to say several things to that, but before he could, Fumikage stood- 
with great effort and more than a little help from Ibara-and came over to Izuku, though he couldn’t 
meet Mezou’s gaze at all. 


“Everyone is here, Atlas,” he rasped, “but now...we need to figure out what to tell them.” 


Izuku nodded. Scanning the perimeter of the plaza, he spotted a news crew, camera out and rolling 
as they panned over the impossible sight-two armies, side by side, sitting quietly and peacefully as 
they treated their wounds. 


He held out a hand to Fumikage. “Let’s give them an explanation, then,” he answered. 


Fumikage nodded, and took his hand. With a single leap, Izuku got both of them up onto the fallen 
head of Craton, right in front of both the heroes and the mutants. Fumikage stood beside him, 
looking out over the sea of thousands of people watching expectantly. 


They trusted him and Fumikage. They were willing to listen. 

As the cameras rolled, Izuku knew that that was all they could hope for. 

He took a deep breath, and lowered his head. 

The greatest hero in Japan, the little quirkless boy, the legend of the Underground, spoke. 


“My name is Izuku Midoriya,” he said, voice booming in the sudden silence. “Most of you know 
me as Atlas. I am the protector of this city-the protector of all of Japan. The Symbol of Peace. And 
I have failed you all.” 


A rustle went through the crowd at that, the mingled voices of mutants and heroes alike, unsteady, 
uncertain-but listening. 


Izuku took another deep breath. He would do what he had promised to himself; tell the truth. No 
more lies. No more secrets. No more hiding. He said, “This battle...this war... it’s my fault. It is 
because of my failings, my blindness, that the mutants of this city felt pushed to this. I should have 
seen the Underground for what it is-a lie built on the backs of the oppressed. I should have 
recognized that an unjust peace is not something to protect-that without justice, there is no peace at 
all.” 


Izuku paused again, searching for resistance, for contradiction in the eyes of the armies beneath 
him. He saw none. 


“T should have been better,” he said in a voice that felt like a whisper, but carried like a shout in the 
dead, still air. “It should not have taken so long for the most amazing person I’ve ever met to 
change my mind, to open my eyes to how things really were. And for that, Iam more sorry than I 
can ever put into words.” 


He bent at the waist, into a deep bow, head down as he faced towards the cameras. Then, he rose 
again. 


“But I know an apology must ring hollow, with the blood I have shed, all the pain that I and other 


heroes have inflicted,” he acknowledged. “So...it can’t just be my words, but my actions that 
change. And they will.” 


The crowd began to murmur; Izuku saw shock on the face of heroes and mutants alike, disbelief 
mixing with grief, turning to hope. It was then that the last hesitation drained out of him; he knew 
in his heart, finally, that this was right. 


He raised his head further, until his eyes were boring into the unblinking, infinite pits of the camera 
lenses. Without flinching, he said, “To the people of this country, and to all the mutants of the 
Depths: this war is over. And peace will be different. Never again will mutants be trapped beneath 
the ground, or treated as lesser. The discrimination, the abuse, all of it ends today. This is the 
promise I offer you, Outcasts: from this day forward, I will stand beside you as you demand the 
world change, that it be better. You have won.” 


There were no cheers, no rounds of applause. There was only stunned, hopeful silence, from the 
heroes as well as the mutants. The whole world seemed to fall silent, as if nobody knew what to 
say. 


Izuku turned, and stepped down from the head of the statue. As he did, he extended his hand to the 
tired, staggering form of Fumikage Tokoyami. 


Tokoyami took it. They shook. 


It was then that the cameras flashed, and the cheers began-slow at first, hesitant, but growing and 
spreading from hero to mutant and back again, as a war ended and a new peace came, as those who 
had fought the same war for decades upon decades realized that it was, finally, going to be over. 


But it wasn’t over yet. 


As Fumikage stepped up to speak himself-a speech laying out the Outcasts’ next moves, delivered 
with shocking poise and ease for a man so utterly exhausted-Izuku slipped behind the statue, 
exchanged a brief, meaning-laden kiss with Mina, then leaned against the bronze behemoth, 
waiting for the backlash he knew was coming. 


Sure enough, it took less than five minutes for his phone to start ringing. As soon as Izuku accepted 
the call and held the phone to his ear, the voice of the Head Commissioner came blasting from the 
speakers. 


“Atlas,” the man hissed, “What the hell was that?” 


Izuku didn’t even bother hiding his merciless, bared-tooth grin; it wasn’t like the Commissioner 
could see it, anyway. “Head Commissioner,” he said warmly. “Did you like it? It should be on 
every television in the country by now.” 


“That was the most egregious insubordination I’ve ever seen!” the Commissioner nearly shouted. 
“You are a hero, Atlas, not a government official! You don’t have the authority to negotiate a...a 
peace treaty with terrorists!” 


Izuku snorted. “Funny,” he replied. “I just did.” 


The Commissioner slowed down, for just a moment, taking a deep breath. “I don’t know what you 
were thinking,” he growled dangerously, “But it doesn’t matter. You cannot promise to repeal 
laws-you don’t have that power.” 


Izuku shrugged. “I don’t,” he agreed. “But here’s the thing: the people who do are afraid of me.” 


The Commissioner went silent, and Izuku kept talking. “Not of my Quirk,” he continued. “Of my 
popularity. They’ re elected officials, after all. How long do you think they’d last if it became 
common knowledge that the Number One Hero considered them to be bigger threats to justice and 
peace than any villain?” 


The Commissioner stammered, clearly searching for a retort, and failing to find one. Finally, he 
weakly insisted, “You can’t.” 


Izuku’s grin widened. “I don’t even have to,” he corrected. “I just have to imply it. You see, the 
more | think about it, the more I realize how big of a bully pulpit being the Symbol of Peace really 
is. I don’t need to endorse candidates; I just have to convince politicians that I might. And that’ll be 
enough to send them scurrying. I guarantee you, after my speech, those laws will be repealed 
within the month.” 


The Commissioner’s willpower seemed to finally return to him. Once more, his voice dropped low, 
threatening. “You will pay for this, Atlas,” he snapped. 
Izuku raised an eyebrow. “Will I?” he asked. 


“Of course you will!” the Commissioner thundered. “I'll have you disciplined-” 


Izuku sighed. He wished he didn’t have to do this, but it seemed like the only way to get it through 
the Commissioner’s skull. He thought of Craton and Faultline, of what he’d given up to be with 
her, of what he had said to Izuku and Mina, down there beneath the world. 


He turned to Mina, who was standing beside him, watching the whole thing play out. There was a 
question in his eyes. 


She hesitated, golden pupils glistening with fear. She shook her head. “Don’t,” she whispered, 
knowing what he was going to do, knowing what he was willing to give up, knowing she wasn’t 
worthy of it. 


Izuku smiled. “J love you,” he mouthed. Then, he turned his attention back to his phone, and his 
eyes hardened once more. 


“Very well,” he sighed. “I quit.” 


The Commissioner went instantly, utterly silent. It stretched on and on, a shocked, helpless void in 
the air. 


Finally, the Commissioner whispered, “What?” 


“You heard me,” Izuku replied, unyielding, digging the knife in deeper. “I. Quit. Early retirement. 
I’ve been thinking about it, and I’ve decided it’s time to settle down. Maybe start a family, you 
know?” 


He smiled at Mina as he said it. She gaped at him, a little scandalized-and then she thought about it 
more, and blushed. She...didn’t hate the thought as much as she thought she would’ ve. Especially 
if it was with him. 


Once more, the Commissioner was silent. Eventually, he said quietly, “You’re bluffing. You have 
to be bluffing.” 


Izuku’s smile only got wider, and more brutal, an unnerving sight in the dark city as Mina looked 


on. “Are you willing to take the risk that ’m not?” he countered. 


Softly, the Commissioner asked, “You’re really willing to stake your whole career on these. ..these 
mutants ?” 


Izuku’s grip on his phone tightened. “This is my career, Commissioner,” he replied, no longer 
smiling, voice deadly soft. “Helping people. Protecting people. I don’t care who I protect them 
from; villains, monsters...or you.” 


That, once again, silenced the Commissioner for a very long time. Izuku wasn’t in the mood to give 
him the time to mull it over, though. 


“Time to choose, Commissioner,” he pressed. “Your Symbol of Peace, or the status quo. You can’t 
have both-and if I go, then how long will it last, anyway?” 


When the Commissioner spoke again, it was soft, nearly defeated. “You’re not the man I thought 
you were, if you’re willing to let innocents get caught in the crossfire,” he said. 


Once, that would have seared Izuku to the bone, would have made him renege on everything. But 
not now. Not when he could feel Mina’s eyes on him-could see the city burning around him still. 
“You’re the one who put a whole city in the crosshairs of an army, Commissioner,” he said, low 
and dangerous. “This whole damn war-it happened because you wanted it to. Again and again, we 
begged for peace. And you said no. And when it came, who was fighting? It sure as hell wasn’t 
you. I argued and begged for peace-but when war came anyway, I ended it. You hid in a bunker.” 


The Commissioner didn’t respond, for so long that Mina thought he’d called Izuku’s bluff. Then, 
finally, he sighed, “Fine. You win, Atlas.” 


Izuku smiled. “Always a pleasure, Commissioner,” he said, a vicious light in his eyes. Then, he 
hung up. Looking at Mina, he said, “Well. That worked out alright, didn’t it?” 


She laughed, but her eyes were afraid. “You’ve just made an enemy of the Head of the Hero 
Commission,” she pointed out. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 

Izuku shrugged. “I’m not afraid of making enemies,” he said softly. “If I was, nothing would ever 
change.” 


Mina sighed. Instead of arguing the point, she slipped her arms around Izuku, pulling tight to him 
as he held her by the waist. 


“Tt’s over,” she murmured. “I can’t believe it’s really over.” 


Izuku smiled sadly, then shook his head. With one hand, he pointed outwards, to a dark figure 
making its way towards them. Mina’s eyes hardened when she saw who it was. 


“Not quite,” Izuku murmured. “There’s just one last loose end to deal with.” 


Mina’s smile was an ugly, vicious thing when she wanted it to be, cruel and hateful, bared fangs 
and bloody teeth. She was smiling that smile now. 


“By all means,” she chuckled. “Go ahead.” 


Izuku never let go of Mina’s hand as Mayor Takao puffed his way through the tangled, celebrating 
crowd towards them. 


When the man finally arrived, it was with a red face, sweat on his brow, and that same smarmy 
politician’s grin on his face all the same. He held out his hand for Izuku to shake. 


“Pll be damned, Atlas!’ he chuckled. “You’ve truly outdone yourself.” 


Izuku didn’t take Takao’s hand. The only emotion on his face was faint amusement and disdain. 
“Hello, Takao,” he said without emotion, eyes fixed on the mayor’s face. “Have you met my 
girlfriend?” 


Eyebrow raised, Takao finally picked up on the tone of Izuku’s voice. Dropping his hand, he 
replied, “Our acquaintance has been...brief.” 


As Takao’s gaze swept over her, Mina snickered, white teeth flashing. “You could call it that,” she 
agreed. “And yet, I’m already tired of you.” 


Takao looked irritated at that, but said nothing. Instead, he turned back to Izuku, and said, 
“You’ve done one hell of a job here, I have to admit. Tell me-is their leader dead, or just in 
custody?” 


Izuku grinned. It was a brutal expression, vicious and flickering with lightning. “About that,” he 
replied. “It seems you’re a little out of date, Takao. Haven’t you seen the news lately? My 
broadcast should be all over by now.” 


Takao frowned, wheels clearly turning in his fine-tuned mind. “It’s not like you to play games, 
Atlas,” he said, simpering. “What are you up to?” 


Izuku’s smile broadened. “Something big, actually,” he replied. “I’m done being a pawn. I'd rather 
be the player, you see.” 


Takao’s eyes narrowed. “And what does that mean?” he asked. 


“Tt means that you aren’t going to be oppressing the mutants of this city anymore,” Mina said, 
speaking instead of Izuku. 


Turning to her, Takao said, “Oh? And who’s going to stop me?” 
Izuku smiled again. “Us,” he said simply. 


Takao opened his mouth to speak, but the sound of footsteps made him whirl. Seemingly out of 
nowhere, in response to Izuku’s words, their friends slipped around the crevices of the shattered 
statues, into the private, invisible corner they’d now trapped Takao in. Ejiro, Ochako, and Momo 
were there, smiling ominously; so too were Mezou and Tsu, their eyes hard and unnerving. 


For a man now hemmed in by some of the most dangerous people in Japan, Takao did an 
admirable job of not showing any fear. Indeed, he seemed mildly amused as he asked, “Is this 
supposed to be a threat, Atlas? I thought you knew better than that.” 


“Tt shouldn’t have to be,” Izuku replied. “The fact that this country has to be threatened before it 
changes is a black mark on us all.” 


Takao snorted. “You’re so goddamn naive, it’s touching,” he said. “And I still don’t see how you 
think this will change anything. You can’t touch me, and we both know it.” 


Izuku raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure about that?” he asked mildly, lightning traveling lazily 
down his neck and across his arms, flickering in and out of view. 


Mina saw Takao hesitate, then; perhaps it was the dark, smoky landscape of the burning city all 
around them, or the murmuring mass of mutants and heroes in the square, or just the look on 
Izuku’s face as he stared Takao down, but uncertainty crept onto the mayor’s face and refused to 
leave. 


When he was sure Takao understood that the old rules might not protect him here, Izuku leaned in, 
and smiled viciously. 


“Now,” he said. “Let’s you and me have a talk, yeah?” 


Takao recovered enough to meet his eyes with that same smirk on his face. “I don’t see what we 
have to talk about, Atlas,” he shot back. “After all, I still own you.” 


Izuku and Mina exchanged a glance. Then, they laughed. 


“What, your pictures?” Izuku asked dryly. “Takao, we’ve been filmed kissing on national 
television at this point. Everyone in Japan knows about me and Mina, now. You have nothing on 
Use 

Takao’s eyes went wide; it seemed he’d forgotten that crucial detail, in the whirlwind of violence 
and chaos that had consumed the night. He took a nervous, unsteady step backwards. 


“So,” Izuku continued, “would you like to hear what I’m thinking you should do?” 


Takao hesitated, eyes flicking to the faces of the heroes and mutants behind him. Then, he sighed. 
“Very well,” he replied. “Let’s hear it.” 


Izuku grinned. “Let’s see,” he began, running down the list. “I would suggest you begin by 
repealing city laws that oppress mutants or deny them rights, ban them from the upper levels, that 
sort of thing.” 


Takao nodded slowly. 


“Next,” Izuku continued, “You’re going to publicly agree to Fumikage Tokoyami’s demands, and 
recognize the Outcasts as an organization.” 


Takao said nothing. 
“And finally,” Izuku finished, “You’re going to step down as mayor.” 


That finally got a reaction out of Takao. He scoffed loudly, and snapped, “Now that’s going too far, 
Atlas. P’ll admit, you almost had me there-but what makes you think I would ever resign just 
because you tell me to?” 


Izuku snorted. “Oh, I don’t expect you to do it because I tell you to,” he answered. “I expect you to 
do it because of what the alternative is.” 


Takao raised an eyebrow. “And what is that alternative?” he demanded. 


In response, Izuku stepped forwards, towering over Takao, their stark physical difference 
highlighting the contrast between them. “Simple,” he said. “I out you for attempted blackmail-and 
probably arrest you right afterwards. And before you think I'd be too afraid of public backlash, I 
assure you, I do not care. My actions today are already going to cause plenty of blowback. I don’t 
think your precious pictures will change anything-assuming they don’t just get drowned out by the 
flood of much more interesting news coming out of the Underground today.” 


Mina saw Takao go pale at that; it seemed the thought hadn’t occurred to him, of the risk he now 
faced. 


Izuku advanced, relentless, refusing to let Takao get space. “In case you don’t already realize, let 
me make this clear,” he said. “You can’t stop what’s coming. Your reign is over, Takao. You’re 
going to step down, withdraw from the election, and let your opponent-the one who actually 
supports mutant rights-take your place. If you don’t, ll be coming for you personally.” 


Takao was very pale now-but he still had his acid tongue, his agile mind. “Why not just take me in 
now?” he wondered, still mocking, still capable. “Surely you could do it. Is it really worth all the 
trouble to try and turn the tables on me?” 

Izuku chuckled. “You're right,” he admitted. “I could. But quite frankly? You’re not even worth 
my time, Takao. You’re small fry-a pebble in the road. And honestly, I have better things to do 
than deal with you. So...here’s my offer. Step down, accept that this city is changing, and [’Il let 
you go in peace. I'll even write up a nice statement of farewell, instead of hauling you off to jail.” 


Takao...wavered. He seemed old then, older than he’d ever looked before; his hair was gray, his 
face sweating. He sagged, as if bone-tired. 


And then Izuku delivered the finishing blow. “You’ve got a choice, Takao,” he said. “A man like 
you, he starts worrying about his legacy, what he leaves behind. What’s your legacy going to be? 
The disgraced former mayor who tried to blackmail the Number One Hero and failed? The hateful, 
bigoted man who kept this city under his iron boot for decades? Or the man who finally listened, 
who did the right thing in the end, who accepted the mutants and joined Atlas to change the 
world?” 


That was what did it; Mina saw the moment Takao’s decision was made. He sagged further, 
sighing, “Damn you, Atlas. I know when I’m beat.” 


Izuku said nothing, simply grinning and reaching out a hand. Takao stared at it for a moment, then 
shook it. As he did so, a faint glimmer of a smirk slipped across his features. 


“T have to admit, I didn’t see this coming,” he admitted. “TI still can’t quite believe you beat me at 
my own game, Atlas. I’ve grown sloppy in my old age.” 


Izuku smiled, but said nothing. Takao turned and left, slipping past Ejiro and Mezou and 
disappearing into the crowd. Within moments, he was gone. 


Instantly, Izuku sighed, slumping with his arm around Mina. “Finally, that fucker’s dealt with,” he 
muttered. 


Mina nodded. “I don’t trust him as far as I can throw him,” she agreed. “We’ll have to keep an eye 
on him.” 


“Definitely,” Izuku said. “But for now...I think we’ve won.” 


Those words touched something deep in Mina, some crust falling away; the fear she held at bay 
broke free, but turned to joy as it struck her heart. Her walls came down, and her knees almost gave 
out as it all crashed down on her at once. 


Fumi, the war, the Depths...it was all over. They’d won. The world was, at last, beginning to 
change. 


It would not be a quick process, or an easy one; she knew that all too well. But now...now they 
had a chance. That was all they’d ever wanted. 


Mina looked at Izuku. “Now what?” she asked. 


Izuku turned to their friends. Ejiro, Ochako, Mezou, Momo, Tsu; they were smiling indulgently, 
approvingly. They knew it was over. Mina and Izuku had earned their peace. 


Mina became aware of the cameras flashing in the dark, all around them; they were focused on her 
and Izuku, stealing pictures of them entwined in quiet, easy love, wrapped around each other until 
they were utterly tied in knots. 


They were no longer secret. Mina was now famous; she was Atlas’s girlfriend, the mutant woman 
who had won his heart, who had changed the world in some small way. But she wasn’t afraid; for 
the first time, she was comfortable with the flashes on her pink skin, glinting off her golden eyes. 


Let them look. She was here, and she was loved. That was enough. 

Izuku looked back at her. 

“Now,” he said softly. “We live.” 

Mina beamed. She reached up to kiss him, and the cameras flashed even brighter. 


As their lips met, the day gave them one last gift: the power, so recently knocked out by the 
Outcasts, flickered once, twice, and was, finally, restored. The lights came back on in the 
Underground, a rolling wave of brightness that chased out the last of the dark, to the cheers of 
heroes and mutants alike. 


The false sun rose on a city-and a country-forever changed; changed by the actions of a few brave 
souls. By the hero who was willing to change, by the monster who was willing to rise. But most of 
all, by the pink-skinned, golden-eyed girl who had only ever wanted a home, and people to love 
her. 


Sometimes, there is only one way the story can end: with a kiss, and a victory, and two armies 
celebrating together, in a city of light beneath the ground. 


Chapter End Notes 


Next time, we reach the end of the story. After all, there's one last thing to finish up. 
I'll see you all next time, for the epilogue. 


Epilogue-Blood on the Stone 


Chapter Summary 


Forgiveness is a hard thing to find, for a man like Fumikage Tokoyami. 
But then, perhaps it's never been up to him. 


Chapter Notes 


We are, finally, at the end. 

This epilogue is something I have genuinely had planned since the first days of writing 
this fic, and reaching it at last is fucking insane to me. This fic grew into something 
much, MUCH more than I originally intended it to be, both in thematic complexity, 
word count, and the amount of time it took me to write. But I think this is the work, of 
everything I've ever written, that I'm most proud of. 

From the bottom of my heart, thank you to everyone who was along for this ride, 
whether you've been reading since the beginning or are only just finding this story. 

I hope you enjoy! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Eight years later 


It was a lovely house. Modern and spacious, but not cold and austere as so many modern homes 
were; its warm colors shone even in the dark, moonless night. 


And the location was no slouch, either; in an upscale, pricey part of Musutafu, with beautiful 
rolling lawns and manicured landscapes and not a twig out of place. It was the sort of place real 
estate agencies put on the front page of their advertisements, the one that was almost more a 
fantasy than a real place. 


The kind of place, in short, that the dark, cloaked shadow who slipped through the hedges around 
the house very much did not belong in. 


It was funny, really. The shadow was more than willing to bet that this neighborhood was full to 
bursting with people who claimed to support the rights of people like him; it was the new cause 
célebre, after all. It had been for eight years, since the Number One Hero himself had demanded 
mutant rights atop a shattered statue in front of the nation’s eyes. And yet, the shadow also 
suspected that, if any of those people saw him now, they would be screaming for the heroes to 
come and save them from the monster. 


Ironic, considering why he was here. This was, after all, not just any house-it was the home of 
Atlas, the Number One Hero himself. 


Pushing the dark thoughts from his mind, he slowly made his way towards his goal, forcing down 


trepidation as he did. This...was an extreme step, something that went against his instincts. Just 
being aboveground, beneath the stars, with grass beneath his feet instead of stone, went against his 
instincts. He was a creature of the dark, the true dark, not the false night of stars and moonlight. 


And even so...he strode towards the front door with his shoulders squared. 


When he reached it, Fumikage Tokoyami knocked firmly on the wood, drawing his overcoat 
tighter around himself as he stepped back to wait. 


This was...new. He and Midoriya had worked together extensively in the eight years since Izuku 
had spared his life, but he’d never been to the man’s home before. That wasn’t to say that Izuku 
didn’t want him there; he’d actually invited him several times over the years. Fumikage had always 
refused; there were too many wounds, too much history, with the inhabitants of this place. 


After all, Mina lived here, too. 


Fumikage had not spoken to her in eight years, now. Not since that terrible day of the battle, when 
Izuku had spared his life, and Mina had turned her back on him. 


Eight years. Longer than he’d been gone from her life; longer than he’d been in it the first time 
around, before he’d made his terrible choice. What was even left to salvage, at this point? 


There was movement from inside the house; Fumikage heard muffled words, followed by laughter. 
The lights were all on, and he could see shapes moving behind the windows; this was a lively 
place, he could tell. Something in him wanted to rejoice at that, but he tamped it down. 


A moment later, the door finally opened. Fumikage took a breath, ready to greet Izuku. 
But Izuku wasn’t the one who appeared in the doorway. 


Fumikage saw golden eyes with black sclera, and froze. In an instant, the memories overwhelmed 
him, of a girl who he’d taught to laugh again, who he’d shown how to love despite a world that 
wanted her dead. 


A girl he’d thrown to her death as she begged for her life. 


Only...it wasn’t her. It was a child; though she had Mina’s eyes, and horns just like her as well, 
her hair was green, and her skin was a slightly lighter shade of pink. 


With her hands on her hips and a scathing glare clearly inherited from her mother on her face, six- 
year-old Ayako Midoriya demanded, “Who are you?” 


Fumikage gaped at her, too stunned by her appearance-so painfully similar to the girl he’d known- 
to speak. “Uhhh...” he stammered, the King of the Depths reduced to speechlessness by a little girl. 


Ayako frowned. “Wait,” she said. “Momma’s told me about you.” 


Fumikage winced. That didn’t bode well. “I’m very sorry to bother you,” he said softly, hoping he 
could escape this before it went sideways. “I just want to talk to-” 


The shift in Ayako’s expression was startlingly quick. She beamed at him, golden eyes gleaming 
with a light so familiar it made Fumikage’s heart ache. Mina had smiled like that, once-before 
Fumikage left, before the war and the fires and the Chasm. 


She whirled around, cupped her hands around her mouth, and shouted, “Mommy! Daddy! Uncle 


42? 


Fumi is here 
That stopped Fumikage in his tracks. She’d called him Uncle Fumi? 
What the hell? 


There wasn’t a response from inside the house; neither Mina nor Izuku appeared in response to 
their daughter’s announcement of Fumikage’s arrival. Then again, Ayako did only give them about 
ten seconds before her impatience got the better of her. 


“Why didn’t you just say hi?” she said as she turned back to Fumikage, jumping up and down in 
her eagerness before apparently discarding the question entirely. “Here, come in, quick! I wanna 
show you around!” 


Feeling utterly helpless, Fumikage allowed the child to grab his hand and drag him inside. Ayako 
was a dynamo of hyperactive energy, and apparently utterly unfazed by Fumikage’s mutated face 
and dark cloak. 


Fumikage had been here all of ten seconds, and he was already in way over his head. Years of 
fighting and leading the Outcasts against the world had made him capable of weathering nearly any 
storm, had prepared him to face countless threats. It hadn’t prepared him for a child with all of 
Mina’s hyperactive energy and a smile every bit as bright and blinding as Izuku Midoriya’s. 


Ayako led Fumikage on a whirlwind race down the hallway, and into what he belatedly realized 
must be the living room. As she burst in, she shouted, “Hey! Hey, look who it is!” 


Fumikage came to an abrupt, shocked halt as he entered the room just behind Ayako The quiet 
hubbub of laughter and conversation inside came to a screeching halt as well, as the inhabitants laid 
eyes on him. 


Fumikage’s mouth went dry as he made eye contact with Mezou and Tsu, who seemed just as 
shocked to see him here as he was to see them. They, too, had not spoken since the battle eight 
years earlier; too many bridges had been burned, too many things done that could not be taken 
back. They still lived in the Underground, but not in the Depths; part of a slow but steady flow of 
mutants from their old prison into the wider world. 


They’d brought their children, too. Seven-year-old Minori-one year older than Ayako-was sitting 
next to a board game on the floor, clearly waiting for Ayako to return to continue playing. Her six 
arms were constantly moving, crossed over her chest or covering her mouth. Meanwhile, Tsu and 
Mezou sat in matching plush armchairs, watching the scene, three-year-old Tetsuo bouncing on 
Tsu’s knee, his wide, flat face bearing an eerily similar expression of skepticism to his mother’s. 


But the most unnerving part of it all, to Fumikage’s eyes, was the third participant in the board 

game. Ejiro Kirishima, his beard thicker and somehow even spikier than it had been eight years 
earlier, sat cross-legged on the floor opposite Minori and Ayako’s open spot, a big boyish grin 

slowly dying on his face as he turned and saw Fumikage standing there. 


There was something to this, something profound in the sight of a hero playing with a mutant child, 
of Mezou trusting a man he’d once hated with his daughter in such a way, but Fumikage banished 
the thought from his head before it could form into a full revelation; it scared him too much, 
hammered at cracks in his soul he could never fix. 


About the only one not affected by the abrupt, awkward silence was Ayako, who was either too 
young or too excited to notice the weight of shared, painful history crashing over the room like a 


wave. Still as bubbly as ever, she announced, “Uncle Fumi is here!” 


Fumikage could see the horrified laughter threaten to break through Ejiro’s guarded, cautious 
expression at that; apparently he hadn’t known about Ayako’s name for him, either. Judging by the 
way both Mezou and Tsu dissolved into abrupt fits of coughing, they hadn’t, either. 


Ejiro finally managed a weak, wan smile. “I can see that, kiddo,” he said affectionately, reaching 
out to ruffle Ayako’s curly green hair. As Ayako basked in the attention, Ejiro raised his head to 
meet Fumikage’s eyes. With horror, Fumikage realized what the barely-suppressed laughter he saw 
there meant: he would, forever, be “Uncle Fumi.” 


Goddamnit. 


Thankfully, just when the awkwardness was threatening to become too much to bear, solid 
footsteps heralded the arrival of Izuku Midoriya. He came in from the door that led to the kitchen, 
and promptly seemed to take over the room, as he always did; some combination of his impossibly 
perfect physique and his broad, blinding smile and his own natural charisma made him able to 
effortlessly dominate any space he was in. 


Izuku was much the same eight years on as he had been the day he brought the sun crashing down 
on Fumikage; still inhumanly strong, still as light on his feet as ever, still smiling like Fumikage 
was an old friend, not an enemy turned uneasy ally. 


“Daddy!” Ayako cheered, racing towards him. Izuku laughed tenderly as he scooped up his 
daughter in his massive hands, balancing her on his forearm with an ease that suggested this was a 
familiar, routine action for him. 


“Hey, sweetie,” he said softly, affection plain in every word. “How’s your game going?” 


Ayako beamed back, and for a moment, Fumikage worried he might go blind; her smile was 
unmistakably inherited from her father, and had every bit as much power behind it. 


“Great!” the six-year-old declared. “Uncle Ejiro is losing again!” 
Izuku raised an eyebrow. “Is he now?” he replied. “Seems pretty silly of him.” 


Ejiro made a mildly offended noise, making Ayako laugh, light in a way that made even 
Fumikage’s heart rise. There was a freedom in that laugh, the simple joy of a child that had never 
known the cold, never known hunger, had never known suffering before she was old enough to 
face it. For Fumikage-for every mutant in the room, and the quirkless boy who had become a 
legend, too-it felt like a promise fulfilled. It felt like hope. 


y? 


Ayako raised an arm, pointing straight at Fumikage. “Look who it is, Daddy! Look!” she cheered. 


“Tt’s Uncle Fumi!” 


Izuku’s eyes finally landed on Fumikage, who braced for the light in those eyes to fade, for Izuku’s 
expression to darken, harden, turn cold. 


It didn’t, not even for a second. Izuku was still smiling as he said, “So it is, sweetie. Why don’t you 
go play your game? Uncle Fumi and I need to talk for a minute.” 


Ayako nodded eagerly, and the second Izuku set her down, she was charging off again, heading 
back to the half-finished board game with Minori and Eyjiro. 


Izuku tilted his head with understanding as he studied Fumikage, who got the distinct impression 


that Izuku had recognized how overwhelmed and claustrophobic this warm, bright home was 
making him. 


“Why don’t we talk out on the deck?” Izuku suggested. 


Fumikage felt Mezou and Tsu’s gazes searing into him without even turning his head, and knew he 
couldn’t stay in this house that felt like it was choking him. He nodded a little too quickly, too 
eagerly. 


“Please,” he muttered. Without saying another word, Izuku turned, and Fumikage followed him out 
of the room. 


He tried not to be foo hurt by the way the laughter began again the moment he turned the corner. 


The house’s deck, a wide expanse of wood with tables and chairs arranged almost in loops, was 
significantly darker than the house had been. Fumikage felt Dark Shadow stir-but the feeling no 
longer inspired terror in him. Dark Shadow was not his enemy; he was, and had always been, his 
closest friend. 


The feeling went away again quite quickly, as Dark Shadow thought over the complex tangle of 
shared emotions-fear, awkwardness, and a worrying amount of hope- and promptly declared, 
“Yeah, I’m leaving this one to you, buddy. I’m no good with this stuff. Mina’s kid is cute, 
though.” 


Fumikage smiled ruefully. “You never were, old friend,” he agreed. “And since when did you get 
along with children?” 


He got no response, as Dark Shadow withdrew into himself again. Fumikage saw that Izuku had 
ignored the chairs arranged all across the deck, and instead was leaning against the railing of the 
deck, eyes turned up and out to a dark city-so dark that there was no light pollution to drown out the 
stars overhead. 


“So,” Izuku said softly, looking back at him. “I see you met Ayako. She’s quite the handful, isn’t 
she?” 


Fumikage shrugged, his face carefully guarded. “I’m not exactly an expert on children,” he replied 
evasively. 


Izuku chuckled. “Fair enough,” he agreed, turning to look back out at the stars. “Mina wants 
another kid, eventually. God help us all if they turn out to be just as wild as she is.” 


Fumikage had a lot of things to say to that, most of them driven by the painful realization that Mina 
and Izuku had waited six years to let him meet their first child, that Mina-who he was sure was the 
force behind that decision-hadn’t seen fit to so much as mention that fact, and that Mezou and Tsu 
and all the rest of them had not shared it, either. But he knew that there was no reason to voice it-he 
knew damn well why he hadn’t known. He didn’t deserve to know. Not after all he’d done; not 
after how much he’d hurt Mina. 


Izuku watched it all with those soft eyes that clearly saw much more than they let on, though he 
didn’t comment. At last, recognizing the pain in Fumikage’s expression, he changed the subject. 


“T heard the news,” Izuku said, smiling warmly. “Congratulations on your election, Mayor 
Tokoyami.” 


Fumikage chuckled, finally stepping up beside Izuku, laying his hands on the railing and staring 
outwards for a long moment. 


“The media are having a field day with it,” he muttered. “First mutant ever elected as mayor of a 
Japanese city,” they keep repeating, as if it’s a grand milestone and not a sign of how far we have 
to go.” 


Izuku nodded thoughtfully. “It is important,” he reminded Fumikage. “It may be small, but it’s 
more than we started with.” 


Fumikage shrugged. “I know,” he replied. “Still...not everyone has forgotten what I am. I’ve been 
in the office all of two days, and I’ve already heard five speeches-two of them to my face-about 
what a “terrible precedent” it is, electing a terrorist as Mayor. In all honesty, half the politicians 
I’ve met remind me of the warlords I used to fight. They’ ve got the same lack of morals...and the 
same ruthlessness. As if any of them have cleaner hands than me.” 


Izuku couldn’t help but laugh a little at the comparison. Moving on, he said, “And the Outcasts? 
How are they doing?” 


Fumikage thought for a moment. “Well enough,” he said. “The outreach programs, the 
development efforts...they’re moving along. Schools and hospitals are getting built, we’ ve got 
some semblance of an actual governing structure being set up. Maybe eventually, [ll actually be 
able to step down. Nowhere near as soon as I'd like, but...well, I suppose change never is as fast as 
you'd like it to be.” 


Izuku nodded. “But that doesn’t excuse inaction,” he agreed. “I’m glad to hear that. Pll admit, I’ve 
been surprised at how quickly some of the politicians in the Diet listened to me about setting up 
those programs, and about repealing the discriminatory laws.” 


Fumikage snorted. “You are the Number One Hero,” he pointed out. “And you all-but-threatened 
to endorse the opponent of any politician who opposed removing them. You had them by the balls 
with a threat like that. Only a political idiot would willingly commit that degree of career suicide.” 


Izuku snorted at that. “I suppose so,” he admitted. “Though I’m glad I haven’t had to go through on 
that threat yet. It would be a distraction from the causes Mina and IJ are actually fighting for.” 


Fumikage said nothing. He’d seen plenty of those speeches Izuku had given over the past eight 
years, the interviews with him and with Mina, the way they had become the most closely-watched 
couple in Japan, a symbol of so much more. Mina was a celebrity-and an activist-in her own right, 
now; the woman who had finally ended Atlas’s much-talked-about bachelorhood, and had helped 
bring down a regime of discrimination and hate doing it, but was not defined by that relationship, 
either. 


It was a nice story-one that often obscured the hard, frustrating, neverending work of actually 
changing things, that tried to tie their fight up in a nice bow and declare it over, when it was barely 
just beginning. 


Izuku, Mina, and Fumikage-every single person fighting this fight-knew it would outlive them. 
They had merely started the war, not ended it. But they would win it. 


“T do have a question, actually,” Izuku said. “Have you heard or seen anything about Kugo lately?” 


Fumikage frowned. He knew of Gang Orca as well as anyone in the Depths did, now; his siding 
with Atlas would logically have made him a pariah in the Underground, but that hadn’t happened. 


Instead, his battle with the Chimera before the Musutafu Elevators had entered the realm of living 
legend, and him along with it. With Fumikage and the Outcasts slowly changing the Depths into a 
more peaceful, functioning society, Kugo Sakamata was now the victor of what would forever be 
called The Last Duel. 


Of course, the fact that he had vanished shortly afterwards, and had barely been heard of or seen in 
eight years, had done quite a bit to add to the mystique of the battle. 


Fumikage shook his head. “I haven’t,” he admitted. “I...don’t think he’s anywhere in the 
Underground, anymore.” 


Izuku made a thoughtful noise. “You think he left?” 
Fumikage shrugged. “Maybe,” he said. “Or he died.” 


They were quiet for a long moment, at that. Finally, Izuku said, “I'll admit, I find that hard to 
believe. But I guess it doesn’t really matter. Wherever he is...he’s earned his rest, I think.” 


Fumikage said nothing, but inclined his head slightly in agreement. 
“How are the others doing?” Izuku asked, changing the subject again. “Your friends?” 
Fumikage’s head snapped up at that. “Why would you care?” he scoffed. “You barely know them.” 


Izuku’s face didn’t change, his easy, honest smile not wavering in the slightest. “Someone has to,” 
he said simply, as if it explained everything. Perhaps it did. 


Fumikage shook his head, but it was more in quiet resignation than anything. 


His eyes were distant when he spoke again. “Good,” he said, soft and hesitant, as though admitting 
it felt almost impossible. “We’re doing...good.” 


Izuku nodded; he said nothing, not prompting Fumikage for more. 


Fumikage gave it to him anyway. “It’s...an adjustment,” he admitted, breathing out. “The peace, I 
mean. Some of us are...taking to it better than others.” 


“How so?” Izuku asked. 


Fumikage shrugged. “Ibara...Ibara has it the easiest,” he said. “With the new hospital opening up, 
she’s got plenty of work on her hands-and she’s thriving on it. Kon’s the same; he’s thrown 
himself into the work. Kamakiri and Kuroiro...” 


Fumikage trailed off, pausing to gather his thoughts. When he turned to face Izuku once more, his 
eyes shone with unsteady light. 


“A while back, I took the two of them aside,” he murmured. “I told them, “J have one last order 
for you.” I told them...” 


Fumikage hesitated again. “I told them to live,” he said at last. “They looked at me like they didn’t 
know what the word meant. Neither did I, honestly. But...they’re trying, anyway. Of all of us, 
they’re the ones who have suffered the most. But they’re finding ways to move forward.” 


Izuku nodded happily. “And you?” he prompted. 


Fumikage hesitated, unsure of himself. And then, he looked out at the stars, took a deep breath, and 


said, “I...find myself wondering, sometimes. If I deserve this, after everything I did.” 


Then, he turned again, and asked, “I don’t think ’ ve ever understood; why did you spare me, that 
day? What made you do it?” 


Izuku smiled. “That’s simple,” he said. “I was saving you.” 
Fumikage blinked. “From what?” he asked. 


Now, it was Izuku’s turn to lean heavily on the railing. “It took me a while to realize it myself, 
honestly,” he admitted. “But...it’s the truth. I was saving you from me, saving you from the 
world...saving you from yourself, too.” 


Izuku’s words lingered in the air around them as he finished speaking; Fumikage found himself 
unsure of what to say. 


In the silence, Izuku spoke again. “You don’t need to wonder, Tokoyami,” he said softly. “You 
don’t need to keep hating yourself because of what you did. It’s not about what you deserve. It’s 
not about what any of us deserve. It never has been.” 


Once again, there was only silence. At last, Fumikage felt something crack in his chest, like a core 
of guilt that had festered into something more toxic finally draining away. 


He whispered, “Thank you.” 


This time, the quiet was deeper, more peaceful than the unease that had filled the air before. It sat 
comfortably around the two of them, around enemies turned into something more, before Izuku 
spoke again. 


“How about I go grab us some drinks?” he offered. “To celebrate?” 


Fumikage nodded gratefully. “Please,” he muttered, having had more than enough of facing the 
deepest, darkest corners of his soul sober for one night. 


Izuku grinned, and left, heading inside and leaving Fumikage with only his own mind for 
company. 


For once, he found that wasn’t such a bad thing. 
A few minutes later, the sound of the balcony door sliding open jolted Fumikage from his 
thoughts. He started to turn, expecting it to be Izuku, returning with their drinks. 


It wasn’t. Instead, Mina stood there, outlined by the shining light from inside the house as it poured 
out into the pitch-black night, her reflective golden eyes shimmering. 


She was looking at him. 


Fumikage froze; eight years of words-a lifetime of words-bubbled up in his chest, tried to fight their 
way free of his throat. None of them could get out; they hurt too much, rang too hollow. 


Mina said nothing as she stepped out onto the balcony, sliding the door shut behind her; Fumikage 
caught the first rising notes of Ejiro’s laughter just before the door closed with a thud that felt like 
the lid of his coffin shutting. 


Mina still didn’t speak as she came forward, leaning heavily on the rail. She looked out and up, 


into the impossibly vast and star-filled sky, and Fumikage could see the wonder-even now-in her 
eyes. 


Eight years and motherhood had not changed her all that much; she still wore her hair short, though 
not quite as short as it had been, and she still preferred dark, practical clothing, but other than that- 
and her pink skin, golden eyes, and horns-she looked perfectly at ease in this place, above the 
ground, under the stars. 


Fumikage...didn’t. He doubted he ever would. 


Just when the silence felt permanent, and Fumikage was about to give up entirely, Mina spoke at 
last. 


“You know, sometimes it hits me all at once-how fucking strange this feels,’ she murmured, her 
voice piercing the night. “I mean...I’m married to a hero. I have a kid. I just-I never saw myself 
here, in this place.” 


Fumikage hesitated for a moment, before looking upwards, at the stars he’d never thought he’d see, 
at a world he thought would always remain out of reach. And then he said, “I know what you 
mean.” 


Mina turned her head, then, and Fumikage thought he saw the ghost of a smile slip across her face; 
it didn’t reach her eyes, which still glimmered with mistrust, remained full of sorrow, but it was 
something. 


She turned back, and kept looking up. “And yet...’m happy,” she whispered, as if speaking too 
loudly would dispel it all like a dream, as if she might suddenly find herself back in the Depths. “I 
didn’t know I could be this happy. Tsu and Mezou, too...they found a way. Somehow, some way, 
we found our way out. We had our hiccups-“ 


Fumikage’s self-loathing made him speak. “We had a lot more than hiccups,” he responded, voice 
raspy and low. 


Mina’s golden eyes bored into him like drills as she turned-not just her head this time, but her 
whole body. For the first time in eight years, Mina really, truly looked at Fumikage. She met his 
eyes. 


“Yeah,” she acknowledged, her expression hard, her hands clenched tightly into fists. “We did. 
And IJ still don’t know if I can forgive you, even now.” 


Fumikage hung his head. He’d never really expected anything else-he knew Mina too well for that, 
knew how she held grudges, knew how cold and hardened her heart could become if you broke it- 
but something still curdled painfully in his chest. 


“T know,” he said quietly. 


Once more, there was silence. What else was there to say? Fumikage had done what he had done; 
Mina had said what she had said. There are some things that cannot be repaired. 


And then, Mina said, “And yet-“ 
Fumikage’s head shot upwards. 


“There is no “and yet,” he said through gritted teeth. “I don’t deserve it.” 


Gold eyes gleaming with fire, Mina snapped, “J’// be the judge of that, Fumi.” 
Fumikage fell silent, stunned into submission by the heat in Mina’s gaze. 


Slowly, she softened again, sighing as she met his gaze. “I haven’t decided to yet,” she admitted. 
“Tt still...hurts too much. But now...now, there’s a little girl in there who calls you Uncle Fumi.” 


Fumikage flinched. The memory of her opening that door, with those golden eyes and green hair 
and curling horns...it hurt, because it was a reminder of another girl with golden eyes, who he had 
saved, who he had failed so badly. 


“She...looks like you,” he murmured. It was all he could think to say. 
Mina nodded, and Fumikage realized that there were tears in her eyes. 


“She looks like me,” she agreed, eyes sad and heavy. “And I know what that means. It means.. .this 
world isn’t safe for her. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But you...you and Izuku are trying to change 
that. All of us...we were abandoned, thrown away, forgotten. And we’re still here. Still fighting.” 


Fumikage said nothing. He couldn’t say anything. He could only stand there and listen, as Mina 
looked him in the eye. 


“Tell me,” she demanded. “Did you mean what you said, back then? About there being “no more 
orphans? Were you...really doing this for them?” 


Fumikage understood what she meant. Had he really cared enough about the future to forsake the 
present? Had he abandoned Mina to try and build a better world for her daughter? Was that even 
enough for her to forgive him? 


Maybe it was, maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it didn’t matter. But Fumikage had promised to never lie to 
her, and he wouldn’t start now. 


“Yes,” he whispered. “Always.” 


Mina smiled, then. It was a weak smile, wavering in the starlight, but it shone all the same. Her 
golden eyes were pools of light shimmering in the endless black. For Fumikage, it felt like coming 
home. 


Mina stood from where she had been leaning against the railing, and walked towards the door. 
Fumikage watched her go-and then he watched her pause, and look back. 


“T’ve told her everything, more or less,” Mina said. “As well as a child can understand it. The 
good, the bad-what you did, what you’re doing now. And she’s decided...she looks up to you. That 
she wants you around.” 


Fumikage’s eyes widened, just a little. He felt rooted to the ground, immobile, stuck in time. 
Mina’s gaze burned into him, full of all the rage and love and grief she’d ever felt for him, and 
shining all the same. 


In a soft, steady voice, she told him, “Be worthy of it.” 
And then she turned once more, and slipped through the door, leaving Fumikage alone in the dark. 


He didn’t know how long he lingered there, too scared to follow her; the only thing that finally 
broke the reverie was Izuku returning. Fumikage accepted the drink he offered with numb hands, 


but didn’t taste it; he remained utterly silent, staring out into the dark. 


Izuku leaned on the railing, much as his wife had done, and fixed Fumikage with an easy, bright 
smile that belied the depth in his eyes. 


“T saw her leave,” he said quietly. “And even though I don’t know for sure what she said...I think I 
can guess.” 


Fumikage snorted quietly. “I suppose you can,” he agreed. 
Izuku nodded. Once more, there was a soft silence between them for a moment. 


“T can’t claim to speak for her,” Izuku said softly. “She does that well enough. But I do have 
something to tell you.” 


Fumikage didn’t respond; only his eyes watched Izuku, receptive, no longer quite as wary. 


Izuku met that dark gaze evenly. “Sometimes,” he said, “the hardest thing to do is accepting that 
we are more than we thought we were.” 


A few more moments of silence followed after that, before Fumikage sighed. 
“You abovegrounders and your damn words,” he muttered. “Always making me believe you.” 
Izuku grinned. “That’s not so bad, is it?” he replied lightly. 


Fumikage didn’t flinch. “Depends,” he replied. “On if I have to go deal with your hellion of a 
daughter again.” 


Izuku’s only response was a deep laugh. He rose from the railing, and turned towards the door 
back into the house. He took a few steps, before realizing that Fumikage hadn’t moved. He turned 
back, smiling. 


“Come on, Fumikage,” he said gently. “Come inside. They’ re waiting for you.” 


Fumikage hesitated. He wanted to; he was so tired of the guilt, the regret, all of it. But still, 
something held him in place. 


“They don’t want to see me,” he muttered. 


Izuku’s face was endlessly kind, utterly patient. “Do you really believe that?” he asked. “If Mina 
wasn’t willing to try again, would she have come out here?” 


Fumikage...had nothing to say to that. 


“Come on, Fumikage,” Izuku said. By now, he was standing in the doorway, holding it open as 
light spilled out. “Come in from the cold.” 


Fumikage sighed. It seemed he had, once again, been beaten by Atlas. Honestly, he didn’t feel too 
bad about it this time. 


“Fucking heroes,” he grumbled as he followed Izuku inside. 
Izuku just chuckled. “Welcome home, Tokoyami,” he said. 


The door closed behind them, and there was nothing but laughter and warmth from inside their 


home. 


It wasn’t a perfect family, by any means. There were cracks, and jagged edges, and things that 
could never be undone, words that could no longer be said. But that was alright-taking the good 
along with the bad is a fact of life, and Mina had learned how to do it a long time ago. 


And now, Mina’s family was whole again. 


Chapter End Notes 


My grasp of the Japanese political system is most definitely not comprehensive, so I 
apologize for any inaccuracies or issues to do with that part of the chapter. 

Also, I apologize for not having more Ayako, but quite frankly, she'd take over the 
whole chapter if I let her, and I wanted to fuck with people's heartstrings one more 
time before the end. Maybe I'll write a little oneshot of the first (and only) time Ayako 
gets bullied at school-and promptly watches as Actual Fucking Monster Fumikage 
Tokoyami and his army of loyal goons show up personally to escort her to class the 
next day. 

It's been an incredible ride, y'all. Thank you for every moment of it. 

T'll see you around. 
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